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INTRODUCTION

Identity and the environment in
the classical and medieval worlds

Rebecca Futo Kennedy and Molly Jones-Lewis

Identity and the environment

Speculation about human difference and unity is evident in some of the earliest written sources
in the Mediterranean. Interestingly, the Greek sources of this period, unlike those that come
to us in the Hebrew Bible, posit no single creator for all of mankind, but allow for varieties
of creations and births. When a single “race” of humans is created, as in Hesiod, the “races”
of mankind were generations of people, born (or created by gods) and then destroyed. The
“races,” however, were not the origins of distinctive groups of humans, and most peoples with
whom the Greeks (and, later, the Romans) came into contact were incorporated within this
single human race through mythical genealogies. And yet, the ancients observed that humanity
was itself divided into groups with distinctive physical features, languages, and customs.

Many theories arose to account for how these differences had come into being and what
they meant for a group’s identity. Earliest Greek thought posited that peoples at the edges
of the world were, in fact, not humans but monsters; this notion survived well into the early
modern period. The scientific awakening of the Greeks and development of medicine in the
Hippocratic tradition, however, gave rise to theories of geographic and climatic determinism
that went beyond the process of placing monsters and wonders in the geographic extremes.
Philosophers and early ethnographers addressed observable human difference with specula-
tive theories of biological or hereditary determinism. Some ancient peoples even developed
theories of separate human origins for themselves; they claimed to be autochthonous, born
from their own land and not by evolution from the humans created by Deucalion and Pyrrha.
Theories based on the mixing of peoples from these autochthonous origins through mythic
conquests accounted for both human differences and similarities, and theories of colonization
and migration abounded. But it was not always clear to the ancients (or to us now) what
counted as a distinguishing characteristic: Were peoples to be distinguished by physical
features, by language, by religious practices, by choice of government, or by funeral rights,
etc.? Were these practices a result of phusis or nomos?

The multifarious theories the ancients developed which wended their way to the modern
world through medieval and early modern audiences were not always distinct, nor did they
develop chronologically, one theory building upon another. Rather, the theories often competed
with each other, sometimes within a single text. As the Greeks and Romans expanded their
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explorations and conquests into northern Europe, Asia, Africa and beyond the Pillars, they
found themselves confronted with increased differences. At the same time, the “monsters” that
had once been thought to inhabit the edges of the world came into focus as real peoples, with
their own cultures and physical characteristics. As exploration and map making developed
further in the late antique and medieval worlds, these monsters remained and retained much
of their ancient function, as they were used to explain and categorize human differences on
the periphery. Old theories were adjusted and new ones evolved.! Consistently, however, the
Greeks and Romans and their intellectual heirs in the medieval world viewed environment—
land, climate, geography, and man-made—as a key factor in defining identity. In some regions,
the Greek and Roman blended with Christian, Jewish, and Arab traditions to give new life to
the ancient ideas within environments the Greeks and Romans themselves would have considered
foreign. Even as history moved beyond the “golden ages” of Greece and Rome, what was
considered the world’s center and, therefore, the ideal environment to produce ideal peoples
shifted away from the Mediterranean to other regions of the world—every culture inevitably
becoming its own center with different peripheries. And yet, the ancient environmental theories
continued to be used and adapted, or, in cases such as ancient China, seem to have developed
concurrently with the Greek and Roman ideas.

Environmental determinism and this volume

The idea for this volume emerged from years of considering why it was that all ethnographic
texts seemed to include not just descriptions of peoples, but of the land, plants, and animals
as well. It also emerged from the reading of early scientific texts in classical and Hellenistic
Greece that tried to rationalize mythological tales of heredity and descent along with the
visible differences of humanity as the known world expanded. Some of this rationalization
was done under the sway of colonization, imperial expansion, and foreign invasions. These
processes inform and skew the perceptions of others in a way that is inextricably bound to
understanding them as part of a foreign location or “otherspace.” In this volume, we have
focused on the theories of identity and ethnicity that took their cues from developments in
natural philosophy and ethnographical passages in these historians, who tried to explain
foreign peoples through understanding of foreign space.

Among the intellectuals of the ancient world, a growing preference for physical and rational
explanations for the nature of the universe led to a way of viewing human difference that relied
on a holistic worldview that connected mankind intimately with his physical environment.
This gave rise to an idea we have decided to call “environmental determinism”—the ancients
themselves had no term for the theory—that is, the notion that a people’s appearance, habits,
customs, and health all stem from the land in which that people originates. This idea pervades
ancient texts, but finds its most clear articulation in the Hippocratic treatise Airs, Waters, and
Places, in which the author considers environment first as a force governing health, and in later
chapters as a force shaping ethnic and cultural difference. It has proved a remarkably persistent
theory, and variations on it emerged as key elements in the Enlightenment, in the development
of evolutionary theory, and continue to be used to the modern day in works such as Jared
Diamond’s Guns, Germs, and Steel to explain economic disparities throughout the globe.

However, environmental determinism had many faces in antiquity, and it adapted as the
world changed around it. From the ethnography of the fifth century BCE to the imperialism of
the Roman Empire, thinkers found new ways to use this rationalizing idea of environment and
identity to support and shape policy, military administration, and even architecture. It was a
theory without a name in antiquity, often part of the subtext rather than the text of any given
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work grappling with the thorny issues of identity and human difference. It is this subtext of an
understanding of the physical body that is intimately dependent on environmental factors that
unites the papers in this volume; it is also the many ways in which such connections can be
drawn that gives the volume its variety of foci and voices. This deceptively simple idea—that
human bodies are shaped by their environment—was able to change as the times and cultural
context changed from the ancient world to the medieval and onward to the modern world.

With this volume we hope to give new direction to the study of identity in antiquity by
showcasing environmental theories of ethnicity in their larger cultural and historical contexts.
Identities for the ancients were, as Joseph Skinner has recently argued, more akin to interactive
processes than stable entities.> Conceptualizing identity through environments was a way to
recognize the changeable nature of identity, as identities shifted based, literally, on the weather;
at the core of environmental theory seems to be the idea that the land had humors just as the
body and the balance of these environmental humors impacted the various inhabitants—plant
and animal alike. And yet, the ancients also struggled to situate this environmental concep-
tion of identity with the realities of migration, colonization, and cultural adaptation. While the
theory of environmental determinism is remarkably stable over the course of the roughly two
thousand years covered in this volume, it is only so on a theoretical plane and it sits in constant
conflict with ideas of identity more strongly rooted in observation of and engagement with
others. How active it was as a mental process in everyday interactions between people is an
unknown. The complex and pervasive networks of interactions between the various peoples of
the ancient Mediterranean allowed for a great deal of real experiences with foreignness.> As
with most theories, reality is frequently a rather different kettle of fish; theories of environmental
determinism are no exception.

In addition to opening a new avenue in the exploration of identity, this volume also
adds a differing perspective to a growing body of scholarship on environment in antiquity,
scholarship that is increasingly viewing environment within the term of modern environ-
mentalism, focusing on ecology and climatology as something stable and subject to human
exploitation.* While there has been a type of revival of the sort of geographic determinism
found among the ancients in modern environmental theory and a renewed interest in medi-
cal climatology especially,’ the definition of environment itself has not been questioned and
discussed by modern thinkers to the extent that it was by the ancients. These essays all, in
one way or another, explore the various meanings environment had in antiquity and how
the Greeks and Romans bound up their identity to it. The essays will also explore the way
these theories from the classical tradition went on to shape medieval thought. Finally, this
exploration of the history of environmental theory raises issues that modern thinkers can use
to refine and understand the current state of the field.

Organization

We have divided the papers into three general categories, and then arranged them in a roughly
chronological order. The arrangement is a convenience only as the chapters interact with each other
beyond these general clusters and we recommend that readers consider the volume as a totality,
and not as distinctively grouped sections. Part I, “Ethnic Identity and the Body,” establishes
the theoretical landscape on which the volume rests, including a range of ideas centered on the
connection between land and human bodies, and the ways those ideas were adapted to fit new
times and contexts. This section also serves to give context to the chapters that follow.

In Part II, “Determined and Determining Ethnicity,” the focus is on specific cases and
how they contribute to our understanding of how rationalizing ideas about human difference
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functioned in various genres and practices. Environmental theories did much to shape how
people prepared, marketed, and bought medicines, just as they also affected the ways in
which cities were designed, military bases were run, and new populations were integrated
into existing communities. The chapters in this section showcase the diversity of ways that
environmental theory made its presence felt among ancient and medieval communities, and
also the varied ways in which ancient thinkers reacted to moments of cognitive dissonance
between environmental theory and observed reality.

Part III, “Mapping Ethnicity,” looks to the ways in which ethnic theory influenced
ancient societies’ “big picture” of the world and its peoples, a picture that shifts as the
known world expands and populations move and diversify. Included in this section is a
chapter on a similar theory of identity and its application in China, showing how environ-
mental logic was being used to justify policies and structures in lands far from the world
shaped by Greece and Rome.

One note: there is no single chapter dedicated to Herodotus. Instead, he appears in almost
every chapter addressing classical texts—an unplanned, but surely symbolic occurrence.
Without Herodotus, there is no volume. The “Father of History” may also be the father of
environmental identities.®

Rationalizing models of human difference had an impact both deep and wide on the ways
in which people and peoples processed their interactions with the larger world around them.
Such models were used both to justify and to question empire and exploration, and informed
the choices people made when buying and selling, building and traveling, and writing and
organizing the world. Viewing texts that deal with identity through the rationalizing lens
of environmental theories allows us to step away from overly simple generalizations about
“Greeks,” “Romans,” and “Barbarians,” and also to avoid projecting modern language of
race and ethnicity onto cultures that were working on different models. In this collection, we
showcase the possibilities that come from integrating ancient theory with ancient practice in
a way that engages the ancient and medieval intellectual landscapes on their various registers.

Notes

—

See, for example, Grafton 1995.

2 Skinner 2012.

3 Some attempts at engaging with this intercultural process include the essays in Gruen 2011 (historical
and art historical), essays in Malkin et al. 2009 (primarily historical), and essays in Rowlands et al.
1987 (primarily archaeological).

4 For example, Salmon and Shipley 2011, Thommen 2012, Jeskin 1998, Hughes 1993, and Harris 2013.

5 See Bashford and Tracy 2012 for an overview of Hippocratic environmental determinism in modern
medical discourses. See also Presti 2012. This theory was especially popular in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries among doctors and early anthropologists. See Kennedy forthcoming for
discussion. On the reemergence of environmental determinism in debates on evolution and in the field
of geography, see Livingstone 2012 and 2011.

6 The date of the Hippocratic Airs, Waters, Places may be slightly earlier than Herodotus, but it is uncertain.

Most scholars date it to after 425 BCE.
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AIRS, WATERS,
METALS, EARTH

People and environment in Archaic and
classical Greek thought

Rebecca Futo Kennedy

Introduction

“Do it, if you want. But be prepared to rule no longer but be ruled instead. For soft
men tend to come from soft lands. It’s not common for marvelous fruits and men
courageous in war to grow from the same earth.” The Persians agreed, defeated by
Cyrus’ logic, and decided to return home. They thus chose to dwell in a poor land and
rule rather than sow rich soil and be slaves to others. (Hdt. 9.122)"

The notion that soft men come from soft lands seems to have been an idée re¢ue for Herodotus
and has remained so in the myths of the American West, Orientalist constructions of the East,
and Blut und Boden ideologies. It rests on the notion that there is a deep and abiding con-
nection between humans and their land. In relationship to their land, a people were thought
to have developed their character and culture. More than just character and custom, the land
also affected physiques. The softness of the Persians inheres not only in their temperament
but in their bodies as well. Herodotus suggests this physical softness when discussing how the
environment, in this case the climate, affects Egyptian and Persians skulls (Hdt. 3.12.2-4):

They say that the cause of this phenomenon is as follows (and they persuaded me
easily): The Egyptians, right from childhood, shave their heads and the bone is thick-
ened in the sun. This is the same reason why they do not become bald—Egyptians
have the fewest number of bald men out of all mankind. This, then, is why Egyptian
men have strong heads. The Persians have weak heads because they wear felt hats
from birth to shelter themselves from the sun.

Persian skulls are weak and soft, while Egyptian skulls are hard and strong (and haired). For
Herodotus, customs developed among the Egyptians that used the harsh sunlight to strengthen
their skulls, while the Persians had a custom of wearing hats to protect themselves from their
climate—environment determines bodies and determines customs. Which comes first, cus-
tom or nature (nomos or phusis), is a hen-and-egg question, but clearly environment and
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culture intersect to create identifying ethnic characteristics—skull density is an ethnic trait as
all Egyptians have strong skulls, while all Persians have weak ones.>

In this chapter, I explore three interrelated ways the Archaic and classical Greeks concep-
tualized the relationship between environment and ethnicity: myths of metals, autochthony,
and environmental determinism. I argue that these approaches to the relationship binding
human and land attempt to rationalize human difference in a way that privileges indigenous
status and encompasses ideas of hereditary superiority. This rationalization might be consid-
ered a type of ‘proto-social Darwinism,” an organization of human diversity that ranks peo-
ples on a scale from superior to inferior based on a normative standard of purity. This scale
derives either from environmental metaphors or is in direct relationship to the environment
itself. For my purposes, I am limiting ‘environment’ to earth and its elements, its climate,
topography, and geography. I will not consider built environments except in so far as they are
intended to emphasize natural environments.’

In what follows, I provide a series of case studies that explore different ways Archaic
and classical Greeks conceptualized human diversity in relation to environment, in particular,
the land. These may not cohere into a single over-arching theory, but are nonetheless related.
Each approach tries to reconcile the visibility of human difference, both physical and
cultural, with the fact that humans are a single species who can, if they desire, sexually
reproduce. The reconciliation works by organizing peoples into hierarchies based on pur-
ported inherent qualities, qualities that are derived from their locations of origin. These ideas
offered a response to anxieties that may have affected the Greeks when faced with a world
with frequent migrations. Kaplan shows that the Greeks may have assuaged this anxiety with
migratory myths and traditions that posit horizontal kinship relationships between different sets
of Greeks (as well as Phoenicians, Egyptians, and Persians) throughout the Mediterranean.*
The environmental theories, on the other hand, offered an explanation for why these peoples
should be differentiated and further justified antagonistic political realities even amongst the
Greeks themselves. Kaplan’s “discourses of displacement” may have been more common in
the mythscape for some Greeks, but discourses tying people to specific lands still operated
and often existed side by side with migratory origin stories.

It is difficult to discuss identity without addressing the translation of the Greek terminology,
in particular genos and ethnos, which are typically translated as ‘race’ and ‘ethnicity’
respectively.’ While the term ‘race’ frequently translates genos, this should not confuse us into
thinking that it carries the baggage of the modern construct of scientific race as it appears in
government census data and other official quarters, especially in the United States. The ancient
Greeks did not have a concept of a ‘white’ or ‘black’ race, nor of ‘red’ or ‘yellow’ races.® This
does not mean, however, that they did not have some concept for groups of peoples defined
through shared biological descent that can be approximated with non-scientific ‘race.” The
term genos is frequently used by the ancient sources in contexts of birth and descent. A genos
is often linked by biology and genealogy, thus ‘race’ is not an inappropriate translation, even
if it inadvertently assumes some modern baggage.

The connection between genos and kinship that we see in the texts discussed in this chapter
might lead one to assume that ethnos is used when identity is defined through political and/or
cultural associations and is therefore understood as a subset of genos. This is sometimes the
case, but it is also clear that ethnos is used as well in the ancient sources to denote peoples
linked biologically or through kinship. Both genos and ethnos can refer to groups defined
by distant kinship even if ethnos in the texts discussed in this chapter is also suggestive of
shared culture or political structures. An ethnos is usually a group of people who share a
government—among Greeks, the polis of one’s origin is frequently an ethnos, while Hellene
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is sometimes a genos, sometimes an ethnos, and lonian can be a genos, an ethnos, or phulé.’
Thus, the ‘ethnic’ for a metic in Athens was typically something like “of Byzantium” or “of
Miletus”, while their genos was likely Hellene, if they lived in a period when ‘Hellene’ was
recognized as a universal category for those living in the Greek world, who shared certain
cultural characteristics and descent. If one were a Hellene and not an Egyptian, Phoenician,
or Persian, for example, their phule would have, perhaps, been Ionian or Dorian. Despite this
lack of consistency, I have elected to translate the term ethnos with ‘people’ (as a collective
singular), a usage that includes under its umbrella cultural, political, and kinship associations.
For clarity’s sake, however, I will include the Greek terms when they appear in each text for
categories like race, ethnicity, tribe, or other similar affiliations.

What of the prejudices associated with modern categories of race and ethnicity? If there
are no ‘race’ or ethnicity’ as we understand them in modern terms, is there racism or ethno-
centrism? Here things are even more difficult to sort because there is evidence from antiquity
of stereotypes and prejudices against groups based on kinship, physical appearance, per-
ceived inherent character, gender, language (including accents), and social or economic class,
almost all of which groups can be defined using the terms genos or ethnos. Thus, the preju-
dices associated with the terms genos and ethnos in antiquity are not limited to modern racism
or ethnocentrism. The type of hierarchization I am arguing for in this chapter, however, might
fall clearly under the terms ‘racism’ or ‘ethnocentrism’ today.® Some of the responses to
and manifestations of these prejudices could even be called ‘racialist,” as with the 451 BCE
Citizenship Law of Perikles in Athens.” But my argument is not that the relationship posited
by these texts between identity and environment are racist, racialist, or ethnocentric in the
modern senses of the words, and one may ask why we even need to find a modern practice
that corresponds exactly to ancient types of discrimination. The Greek texts offer a variety of
ways for their audience to imagine, construct, and define their own identity and the identity of
others based on different associations with place and space, some of which appear analogous
to racism and ethnocentrism. They are not the same as our modern pseudo-scientific model
of racism, but inherent in these ways of imagining are value judgments that classify people
as superior or inferior, as part of in or out groups, in ways that could not easily be altered
simply by moving to another climate or geographic location, environment at conception and
birth mattered most.'” These value judgments are at first attached to consecutive gené of
humans (as in Hesiod’s myth of metals), but soon are used to subdivide humanity just as the
oikoumené itself was divided. This division and the value judgments inherent in them begins
with Hesiod, who presents us with an example of the notion of ‘purity,” and who hints at a
concept of anti-miscegenation that I think is one underlying current in the construction of
ethnic identities in ancient Greece.

Hesiod’s metal men

Where did human beings come from? The Greeks told a number of different stories, some of
which they derived from their eastern neighbors.!! In Hesiod’s Works and Days (Op. 109-201),'?
the earliest of our Greek authors to speculate on the origins of people, humans are made by the
Olympian gods (athanatoi poiésan), presumably from earth and other natural elements. In fact,
there are five attempts at creating humans, the first four of which end in mass extinctions. It
has been long understood that the metallic associations of the five ‘races’ of mortal men (gené)
reflects a valuation of the qualities of the humans made from them not only in life but also in
death. One aspect of this valuation, however, has been overlooked, and that is the purity of the
metals and its significance. While the first two gené are pure metals, the other three races are
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impure—they are either represented by alloys, are metals that require extensive refining and
purification, or are products of miscegenation between two different gene. The status of pure
or impure is reflected not only in their names, but in the way their lives and after-lives are
represented. Purity equates with luxury, ease, and honors after death, while impurity equates with
hard labor, lack, and no clear honor in death.

According to Hesiod, there are five gene: gold (chruseon), silver (argureon), bronze
(chalkeon), “godlike race of hero-men” (andron héroon theion genos, 159) also called the
“half-gods” (hemitheioi, 160), and iron (sidéreon). The first two gené are marked by ‘pure’
metals, noble metals that can be easily extracted from ores and do not oxidize.'* The hall-
mark of these groups is the ease of their lives—the land yielded up its fruits spontaneously
(automaté) and ungrudgingly for the golden genos, and gave them a life free of sorrow
and pain, just as the gods had (hdste theon),"* while the silver spent the bulk of its life in
childishness, tended by their mothers (we have no idea who they are). Further, in death, both
were marked as blessed and granted honors. The golden was honored as “pure mortal spirits”
(daimones hagnoi epichthonioi) and warders off of evil: “who watch over judgments and
wicked deeds while clad in a mist, roaming everywhere upon the earth, granters of wealth”
(Hes. Op. 122-6). The silver, while “by far worse” (polu cheiroteron) than the golden, “are
called blessed mortals under the earth (hupochthonioi makares thnétoi)—in second place, but
similar honor accompanies them” (141-2).

The next two races characterized by metals—the bronze and iron—Tlive lives of violence
and need. The bronze genos (145-55), made from ash trees (ek melian), is enamored of
violence (hubris) and is characterized by its brute strength (megale bi¢) and hardness of
heart (adamantos kraterophrona thumon); it kills itself off (151-5). Their association with
bronze emphasizes their love of weapons and warfare—Hesiod tells us that their weapons
and armor are all made of bronze. Bronze also was not a ‘pure’ metal, but an alloy made
by mixing different, weaker metals (copper and tin, primarily). If the metal signifies their
inherent character, in this third generation, the metal also suggests an impurity or even
degeneration of the genos.

The degeneration of the gené continues with the iron genos, another ‘impure’ metal that
needs to be worked and refined—in order to be useable (174-201). This race, the one to which
Hesiod himself is loath to belong (174-5), is defined by its lack—Ilack of ease (176-8), lack of
respect and reverence (182-8), lack of honor or sense of justice (189-96). This lack highlights
what makes each of the races distinct, what defines them, and what their valuation means.
Better men live in ease and comfort, closer to the gods than not. Better men revere the gods,
uphold oaths, are bigger, better, and stronger than others. Even in their childishness and love
of violence, the silver and bronze races still were closer to the gods than the iron men. The
earth gave up its bounty for them without suffering and toil, even if, as with the bronze race,
the men did not eat grain (151). The iron men, however, must labor for their harvest, just as
iron itself must endure a smelting process to remove its impurities; the hard work it takes to
achieve useable iron characterizes the lives of the iron men.'s

Into this metallic hierarchy is inserted a fourth genos that is not characterized by a metal.
These people, the hemitheioi, are hybrids born from the gods mating, it seems, with the genos
of women descended from Pandora. This race, according to Hesiod here, while blessed in
many ways, was destroyed in war, although Zeus whisked some away to the isles of the
blessed “at the edges of the earth” (es peirata gaies, 168). Although Hesiod does not say in
Works and Days, the hemitheoi are the result of procreation between gods and humans as
opposed to the other gené who are made by the gods from earth or trees.!® This brings up
two points of concern. First, they are not given a metal designation, but stand alone outside
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of this earth-linked discourse—they are not “born of the earth” and so are not designated by
an earthly metal. Second, they are a product of the miscegenation of two gene, the genos of
the gods and the genos of women, the descendants of the earth-made Pandora, as is discussed
further below. In what is likely a part of the Hesiodic Eoiae, it is Zeus himself who intends to
destroy this particular genos of mortal men even as he fathered many of them (Berlin Papyrus
10560; Most Fr. 155, West Fr. 204; trans. Most):

on yop tote undeto Béokela Epya

Zebvg OyPpepétng, peiéon kot’ ansipova yoiov
TupPacag, §om 8¢ yévog pepodmmv avOpdhTmV

TOALOV dioTtdoot oTedOE, Tp[O]pacty pev OAEcbon
Yoyog NUOER[V ..... ..... .Jowgt Bpotoiot (100)

éxva Oedv i . . . ].[..]Jo.[0¢]0aiuoiow opdvTa,

OAL ot ple]v paxfa]peg K[.......]Jv og 10 mépog mep
xopig an’ av[0]porwy[Biotov ka]i 10’ Exmotv

o1 0IA[K’] {e} aba]vato[v te 16€] BvnTdV AvOpdRTOV
apyodéov morepov-!’

For high-thundering Zeus was devising wondrous deeds then, to stir up trouble on the
boundless earth; for he was already eager to annihilate most of the race of speech-
endowed human beings, a pretext to destroy [100] the lives of the semi-gods, [ ] to
mortal children of the gods [ ] seeing with eyes, but that the ones blessed [ ] as before
apart from human beings should have [life and] habitations. Hence [he established] for
immortals and for mortal human beings difficult warfare.

The key element of the above fragment is that this race was destroyed because it was godly,
but not godly enough (something we should keep in mind when thinking about discriminatory
laws). It was miscegenation with the gods that Zeus sought to end, miscegenation that created a
lesser people. Here, as with the use of bronze and iron metals, there is a hint of impurity about
this genos that, perhaps, explains why they are destroyed—as inferiors to the gods through mis-
cegenation with humans, they are not worthy of the honors of the purer gené of gold and silver,
even though some are granted an afterlife beyond the boundaries of the earth. It also establishes
the principle that miscegenation between gene is bad and produces inferior, impure, peoples.
A similar dynamic appears, as we shall see, in discussions of the various peoples born from
Pandora’s descendants and after the great flood. There we see numerous autochthonous groups
emerge, some then “mixing” with others, some seeming not to have.

Born from the earth'®

Although it is not explicitly stated, except with the bronze genos made from ash trees, it can
be assumed that the other metal gené were made or ‘born from the earth’ (gegenesis or autoch-
thony) through the agency of Zeus and the other gods.!” This idea that peoples emerge from or
are made from the land that they then inhabit has a long tradition, starting with Hesiod’s Pan-
dora (Th. 570-93; Op. 60—-105) and continuing throughout the classical period. In the section
that follows, I argue that this distinction as a type of ‘earth-born’ people can be used to empha-
sizes a hierarchy rooted in a notion that the land in which one is born was thought to imbue
the peoples there with specific innate characteristics, just as the metal that designated the
metal gené was a mark of their inherent value and genos-purity. These innate characteristics,
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I suggest, were thought to be suited to and shaped by specific landscapes and were not trans-
ferable to another space. Furthermore, to be ‘mixed’ was to be impure and so inferior, which
meant restricting interactions between those not born of that land and the indigenous. Or, it
risked a deterioration of the innate character and integrity of a people (deterioration such as
could occur with iron through oxidation). There is also an element of manufacture—the less-
labored, earth-born are superior (as with the gold, silver, and bronze races), while the more
wrought or labored are inferior (as with the iron race and the hemitheoi); peoples who use
techné to alter or combat nature are inferior to those whom nature properly endows. In these
approaches, we see the conceptualization of identity through the relationship to environment
as forming hierarchies among different peoples based upon not only the earthly elements from
which they emerge or are made, but the geographic space whence they came.

Part of the process of creating hierarchies resides in the double meaning of autochthony in
our classical Greek sources. It can mean both ‘born of the earth,” arguably its secondary mean-
ing, or ‘always having the same land,’ i.e., indigenous.?® As Rosivach has discussed at length,
the earliest meaning of the term autochthon is most likely the latter and the term only acquired
its connection to being born from the earth (gégenesis in other sources) in the peculiar Athenian
context where the earth-born early king Erichthonios (or sometimes Erechtheus) becomes the
progenitor of all Athenians, who also lay claim to being the earliest and only true inhabitants of
their land. Thus is born the notion of Athenian exceptionalism that they used frequently to set
themselves above not only non-Greeks, but other Greeks as well, in ways that other ‘born of the
earth’ peoples did not. I begin with pre-Athenian representations of gégenesis and then discuss
within this thought-scape the particular instance of Athenian indigenous status, one of the most
prominent identities formed through connection with environment from the Greek world.

Hesiod’s Pandora and her descendants

The genos of woman, according to Hesiod in Theogony, is “molded from earth” (gaies gar
sumplasse, Th. 571), “wrought as an evil for men” (teuksen kakon anthropoisi, Th. 570). She
is not named Pandora here, but is dressed up with all the gifts of the gods, including silvery
garments, a veil, garlands of flowers, and a golden crown decorated with terrible wild crea-
tures (knodala deina) nourished by land (épeiros) and sea (thalassa) (Th. 582). As Loraux
points out, the creation of woman is in addition to man and with her comes the need for sex-
ual reproduction—gégenesis of humanity generally stops with the generation of woman.?! In
Works and Days, Pandora’s creation from the earth is also recounted. In this instance, Zeus
orders Hephaistos to “mix earth and water” (gaian hudei phurein, 61) from which to make
a “beautiful form of a maiden” (partheikes kalon eidos, 64). Hephaistos obliges and “molds
from the earth (ek gaiés plasse) a likeness to a tender maiden” (70—71). In both accounts, the
genos of women is an evil (kakos) or a trick (dolos) for men. This genos is a calamity (péma),
something denoted in Works and Days more explicitly because the earth itself is “mixed.”
Phurein, although frequently treated as a neutral term in translations, is not. Phurein means
to defile something, to pollute the earth with the water, to confuse or confound.?? Like the
bronze and iron races of men who were generated before, woman is impure and a product
of techné, and, as such, is an inferior genos, an inferior genos that taints even the gods,
producing the hemitheoi. From the time of Pandora, the risk of impurity lingers for all peoples
who must reproduce sexually. The symbolism of Pandora’s pithos as a womb has often been
noted—to open it is to release evils upon the world.?

It is important to note that for Hesiod and other Greeks, women were imagined as a separate
genos, a “race apart.” There are “tribes of women” (phula) who make up the genos (Th. 591),*
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phula whom Hesiod described at some length in his Catalogue of Women (Ehoiae). These
tribes include Greek heroes born from the affairs of gods and the genos of women, presumably
the men of the fourth, ‘heroic’ race. These peoples also seem to include such foreign ethnoi as
the Scythians, Ethiopians, Pygmies, and Makrokephaloi, all peoples who lived on the edges
of the world and who differed markedly in the appearances and cultures from the Greeks.” In
this tradition, then, whether for good or ill, human variation derives from the ‘mixed’ earth-
made genos of women. And yet, the descendants of woman cannot account for all peoples of
the world nor did all Greeks admit descent from the evil gift of Zeus to man. Instead, there are
numerous stories of other generations of earth-born peoples, generations that had no connection
to Pandora and her kind.

After the flood

After Zeus depopulated much of the earth with a great flood, one group of people was regener-
ated by Deucalion and Pyrrha. This pair were told to toss stones onto the earth and these stones
became humans. According to Pindar, it happened at the village of Opus (Olymp. 9.40—46):
“Deucalion and Pyrrha, by the decree of lightning wielding Zeus, descended from Parnassus
and first established their home. There they asexually (ater eunas) created a unified people
(homodamos), made from stone, a people [laos] named from the stone (laas).” Pindar’s laoi
are a unified, autochthonous people who are worthy to open his song. Their status as earth-
born descendants of the legendary Deucalion marks them as both indigenous to their land and
the progenitors of great men, such as Epharmostus, the victor celebrated in the ode. From the
laas-born peoples came “your bronze-shielded ancestors from the beginning” (54-5) who
were “always indigenous/true-born (egchoraioi) kings” (57). This strand of indigenous people
was ‘improved,” as Pindar tells us, when Zeus decided to infuse their stock with his own seed
and transport the daughter of Opus to Locrus, which then opened its gates to “foreigners”
(xenoi). Locrus becomes a haven for immigrants and foreigners and is derived from a mixed
people, while Opus retains its pure, autochthonous status—and it is from there that the victor
derives his ancestry, not from Locrus.

Although Pindar emphasizes the indigenous nature of the laas-born and the presumably
superior status this connection confers, Hesiod, quoted by Strabo, links these stone-born men
to the Leleges and calls them a “mixed people” (migadas), because Leleges derives from
legein, “picked.” Furthermore, it is their mixed status that Strabo suggests was the cause of
their extinction; “on account of this [being mixed] the genos died off (ekleloipenai)” (Strabo
Geo. 7.7.2).%° But the tension between their ‘native’ and ‘mixed’ statuses suggest that lines of
descent linking a people back to autochthons somehow confers a superior status on them over
other men, while being mixed is considered weakness. The most well-known example of this
dynamic comes from Athens.

Athenian indigenous status and autochthony

Athenian autochthony is the most well known and discussed version of the earth-born myths.
Athenian myths, however, must be contextualized within historical rationalizations or dis-
courses on indigenousness. The myth of Athenian autochthony, found fully developed and
embedded in civic discourse from the Peloponnesian War on,?’ sanctioned views of Athe-
nian exceptionalism and ethnic distinctiveness; other Greeks were descended from an Athe-
nian and a foreigner (as in Euripides’ lon), whereas Athenians themselves came from the
very soil of Attica and the gods (e.g. P1. Crit. 109d) and were the only Greeks to have always
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inhabited their land (e.g. Isoc. Pan. 4.24-5). Even if Gruen is correct to say that “autoch-
thony was hardly the prevailing notion,” or that “[a]utochthony did not have much purchase
in Hellas as a marker of identity,” it mattered to the Athenians in their definition of citizen-
ship and ‘purity.’?

The Athenians laws imply that they believed their autochthony meant that they were a
‘pure’ people. Such a view was, of course, contradicted in reality and in many of their other
traditions. Nonetheless, autochthonous purity remained powerful on an ideological level.”®
Susan Lape refers to the type of citizenship that evolved in Athens in the classical period
as “racial citizenship,” a term meant to capture the focus on a purity of descent that the
autochthony myths conjured up.*® The Athenians need not have believed the comic story
of Hephaistos’ attempt at wooing Athena to believe they were an exclusive and privileged
people. Legislation intended to enforce this vision acted to limit citizens in Athens to those
born of two citizen parents.’! This type of legislation rests on the idea that Athenian blood
was superior to non-Athenian and that mixing of Athenian blood would weaken the city.*
Furthermore, foreigners and those who had mixed with foreigners were considered less
loyal or even incapable of loyalty to the city. They could hardly be good citizens.* The under-
lying logic rested in part on the view that autochthony tied every Athenian to the land,** and
the myth’s greatest development coincided with the expansion of the citizen population of
Athens to include non-land-owning Athenians. Their link to the land was mythical, ideological,
and perpetual, not material and limited to those who owned land. Autochthony filled the gap
between citizens and their land.*

Herodotus discusses Athenian indigenous status as part of his tale of Croesus, who decided,
in his power struggle with Cyrus, to befriend the most powerful Greeks (1.56.2):

Doing some research, Croesus discovered that the Athenians and the Lacedaemonians
were preeminent among the Greeks. The Lacedaemonians were preeminent among
the Dorian genos, the Athenians among the Ionian. They were the foremost peoples in
antiquity as well—the Athenians among the Pelasgian peoples, the Lacedaemonians
among the Hellenic peoples (ethnoi). The Pelasgian Athenians had never moved any-
where, but the Hellene Lacedaemonians wandered a great deal.*®

In this passage, Herodotus acknowledges two things—first, that the Athenians were not
originally Hellenes, and second, that they are indigenous (autochthonous). Were the Athenians
Pelasgians, then? Herodotus notes later that the Pelasgians he refers to “arrived at some point in
the past and merged with the Athenians” (1.57.2).%” There were, therefore, Athenians in Attica
already. Whether they were Hellenes or not, Herodotus does not say. One must assume that
they were not Hellenes in the sense that they were descended from Hellen or from other Greeks.
Instead, Herodotus tells us that, “if the Pelasgian language was common here and the Attic
peoples (ethnoi) were once Pelasgian, then it seems clear that they changed their language at the
same time as they became Hellenes” (1.57.3). To be a Hellene was cultural for the Athenians, not
biological. Herodotus never explains where those Athenians who preceded the appearance of the
Pelasgians came from, but they have no fixed language of their own and so take up Pelasgian
as their native tongue. The Athenians must have been indigenous—Herodotus offers us here
nothing to show otherwise—and twice took on new cultural identities when they adopted new
languages. Thus Herodotus acknowledges Athenian claims to autochthony, while culturally
situating them as Hellenes. As Rosiland Thomas points out, Herodotus furthers this Pelasgian-
to-Hellene narrative later when he recounts that the Pelasgian Athenians were once called
Kekropidae (after King Kekrops), but became Athenians with the arrival of Erechtheus.®
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According to Thucydides, Athens alone of other Greek poleis still held its original inhabitants
(anthropoi oikoun hoi autoi aiei, 1.2.5), but it increased its population in the earliest days
through accepting immigrants (metoikoi) into the citizen community (1.2.6).* This situation,
however, did not prevent later Athenians from treating their indigenous and earth-born status
as a type of purity, a purity that they contrasted with “mixed” (migadas) peoples (Isoc. Pan. 24).
Consistent with the logic behind the myths of metals, a “mixed” status is worth less, a fact
Theseus reminds Adrastus of in Euripides’ Suppliants (ca. 423 BCE) (Eur. Suppl. 219-25):

You, Adrastus, appear to me to be a fool along with this company. You followed
the oracles of Apollo and gave your daughters to foreigners to marry, as if gods, not
mortals, decided marriages. But doing so, you have mingled (summeixas) your clear
line (lampron) with a muddy one (tholerdi) and sorely wounded your house.

Theseus points here to a concept that was embedded in the Athenian consciousness and that
had been codified into law in 451 BCE. That year, at the urging of the politician Perikles, the
Athenians passed a law that limited citizenship to those born from both citizen fathers and
mothers (Pl. Per. 37.1-5). Up until this time, only the father had been required to hold citi-
zenship. Although the enforcement of this law went into abeyance during the Peloponnesian
War for a variety of reasons,* ideologically, the city continued to promote in public images,
architecture, and performances the idea of the ‘pure’ Athenian of indigenous and earth-born
descent. To be an Athenian citizen meant to be a part of Attika, and this bond was not some-
thing that could be shared by anyone of non-Athenian decent, who would, thereby, not be
descended from indigenous stock.!

This notion is captured best in the representation and use of the myth of the Erechtheids. As
Clements discusses, the landscape of Athens itself was enlisted to tell the tale of its identity.*
Such a bond between landscape and identity in this myth was further enacted on the tragic
stage in two plays by Euripides, the Erechtheus and lon. 1 pass over the Erechtheus because
only fragments remain and its treatment of the myth is unclear. The Jon, however, shows
clearly the connection made between landscape and identity, embedding Athenian identity
within the soil of Attica itself.

Euripides’ Ton

Ion tells the tale of Erechtheus’ daughter Creousa, who was, prior to the action of the play,
raped by Apollo and impregnated. She had exposed the child upon birth, but Hermes, at the
request of Apollo, had secreted the child away to Delphi, where he grew under the name Ion
as a temple attendant. As the play begins, Creousa has gone with her husband, the Achaean
Xouthous, to Delphi to ask the god about their childlessness. Apollo has planned to send his
son by Creousa back to Athens with her to resume his rightful place. Before this can happen,
however, Creousa attempts to kill Ton (and he her) before it is revealed to her and Ion that
they are mother and son. Tension over Athenian ethnic identity and descent run throughout
the play—Creousa worries about her husband’s foreignness, lon is concerned about being
accepted in Athens as a foreigner, and Creousa utterly rejects what she sees as a foreign
takeover of Athens by Xouthous and Ion (when Ion is mistakenly thought to be the son of
Xouthous). The identity of the Athenians—and the royal family in particular—is bound to its
place; to be of Attica’s soil alone marks one as belonging in Athens.

Scholars disagree whether lon critiques or supports Athenian autochthony.® Lape recently
argued that “Characters in the play both embody and act out the belief that citizens were
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thought to inherit patriotism and special characteristics that qualified them for citizenship.”*

Similar to other scholars’ discussion of autochthony, Lape focuses on the ideological impli-
cations of descent and purity of descent within the framework of citizenship. What are the
implications of the myth for the construction of indigenous status and its relation to the land?
What does Attic soil, and by implication the soil of other lands, imbue its people with? It is
more than a democratization of aristocratic eugeneia; it binds the people to their native soil.
Ion (and autochthony broadly) is not only about ethnic purity, but about ensuring that people
are where they belong. It is about binding a particular people to their environment, even after
they leave it, and about privileging those people who ‘belong’ and are rooted in a place, not
necessarily in a line of descent.

This dynamic of privileging indigenous inhabitants over immigrants appears vividly in
Euripides’ play where Creousa, Ion, Xouthous, and their respective descendants are associated
with and disassociated from Athens. When Ion first meets Creousa in the temple of Apollo
at Delphi, their exchange establishes the status of Creousa as a descendant of the earth-born
Erichthonios. Erichthonios, her grandfather, “sprouted from the earth” (ek gés . . . eblasten, 267)
and into the same earth. Erechtheus returned: “Is your father truly covered over by a chasm in
the earth,” (chasma . . . kruptei chthonos, 281). Her family emerged from and will return to
the Attic soil. Creousa claims to have gained no good fortune from this miraculous birth of her
grandfather (268), although Ion tells her that she has a noble bearing (gennaiotés), which proves
her superior birth (eugeneés) (236—40). This superiority is linked explicitly to her autochthonous
status, a fact revealed in the discussion of Xouthous’ identity and his relationship to Athens.

When Ion inquires of Creousa who among the Athenians is her husband, she tells him that
he is not a citizen (astos), but an “import” (epaktos) from another land (291). Ion is puzzled at
how a foreigner (xenos) could marry a “native” (eggenés) (293). The answer is that Creousa
was given, she says, as a “dowry (phernas) and spear-prize (doros labon geras)” and she
seems none too pleased about it. In fact, she was given to him in return for the help Xouthous
gave the Kekropidae in conquering a foreign land (Euboea). Xouthous, regardless of his own
high birth (he is the son of Zeus), is not considered by Creousa (or Ion) to have married into
Athens. Although she calls him her “well-born husband” (eugenes posin, 392), divine ancestry
does not trump place of birth for the indigenous. Even once Ton has been given to believe that
he is Xouthous’ son, he fears rejection by the Athenians, who are “not an imported race” (ouk
epeisakton genos, 590). The language of “importing” is contemptuous even when used by Ion
of his newly found father, whose status as an import will negatively impact Ion’s own status
in the city: “I would be attacked having two diseases (duo noso): the foreignness (eupaktos) of
my father and my own bastard birth (591-2).7%

This language of importing juxtaposed with the discourse of autochthony suggests that
there is something dangerous and invasive about even the well-intended xenos.*® The fact
that Creousa’s and Xouthous’ subsequent children will all leave Attica to found other Greek
tribes, the Dorians and Achaeans (1589-94)—a narrative that aligns with the migratory origin
stories of those peoples—suggests that they do not belong in Athens. Of Ton himself, Athena
states that he should be returned to Athens, the land of Erichthonios, as it is just (dikaios) that
he rule over her land (archein tés emes hode chthonos, 1572—4). He will bear four sons, “four
born from a single root” (mias rhidzés) who will give their names to the peoples who dwell
in her cliffs (1575-8). The land is Athena’s and those who dwell in it must be her children,
her chosen ones. The repetition of “my” and “mine” as she speaks of the place that shares
her name is emphatic. She will also further lay claim to the land known as Ionia through the
grandsons of Ton (1581-8), but they are not imports to these lands; they are simply inhabiting
land that rightly belongs to Athena already.*’
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In Jon, we see the language of purity, indigenousness, and immigration all juxtaposed,
suggesting that at least some Athenians understood themselves as exceptional and superior to
other Greeks because they were not migrants, but of the land, perhaps literally. Such a view of
themselves was not out of step with other contemporary trends in understanding identity, as
seen in the Hippocratic Airs, Waters, Places.

Hippocratic environmental determinism

The Hippocratic Airs, Waters, Places*® (AWP) is the most explicit presentation of the rela-
tionship imagined between identity and environment, though, in some ways, it is the most
elusive. It posits multiple ways for humanity and nature to interact, but it begins from the
premise that climate and geography shape human physiology and character.* Thus, the text
explains that peoples who reside in extreme climates and geographic points in the oikoumene
have radically different physical appearances from those living in moderate climates with
central locations (i.e. mainland Greece). Further, the customs and the character of these peo-
ples are shaped through adaptation to these climates. The author, however, does allow for
custom to moderate the impact of climate, especially through the application of technologies
to the body.*® I begin with a short overview of the general theory of environmental determin-
ism in the text, then address two specific tribes: the Scythian Nomads and the Makrokephaloi,
a Black Sea people who dwelt near the border of Europe and Asia.

The author of AWP early establishes a direct connection between the environment and
physique. If a city is situated where it is exposed to hot winds (fa pneumata ta therma),
the water will be somewhat salty, near the surface, and hot in the summer and cold in the
winter (der. 3.1). People living in such a city would as a result have heads full of phlegm
(phlegmatodes) and their bodies (ta eidea) would be rather flabby (atonotera) (4er. 3.2). Cities
situated exposed to cold winds (fa psuchra) would have cold and bitter (sc/éra) water (der. 4.2),
while the inhabitants’ bodies would be vigorous (entonos) and lean (skeliphros). Further, they
are bilious (cholodes) and their heads hard. Inhabitants of these cities are said to have fiercer
(agriotera) instead of milder (hemerotera) characters (ta éthea) (Aer. 4.2-3).

Such relationships between the location and climate of a city and the physiology and char-
acter of its inhabitants continues with discussion of cities with an east-west orientation, whose
people have good complexions (euchroa), and better (beltion) temperaments (orge) and intel-
ligence (sunesis). Further, in the case of east-west orientations, the quality of the people is
explicitly understood as of the same quality as “all other things that grow there” (ta alla ta
emphuomena)—they are all “better” (ameino) (5.4). In this case, as well as in the previous
and successive examples provided by the author, the orientation and location of the city is
linked explicitly to the quality of the water in the city and thereby directly to the health of the
inhabitants.” The health of the inhabitants is generally discussed with similar references—
fertility, physical hardness or softness, cultural adaptation to the landscape—when the author
constructs the ethnic stereotypes in the second half of the treatise (e.g. Aer. 15 on the Phasians,
19 on the Scythian Nomads).™

At section 12, the author switches to a discussion of how geographic location at the
extremes of either Europe or Asia impacts the inhabitants.>* Asia and Europe differ “in all
ways” from each other, a fact that causes the peoples (ethné) in each to also differ remark-
ably, particularly with regards physical form (tés morphés). According to the author, the
impact of the environment is as follows: a temperate, warm, dry climate with no noticeable
seasonal shifts, such as that in Asia Minor, leads to milder (hépioteros)—a term that frequently
itself is used of weather and climate—and more even-tempered (euorgétoteros) peoples.
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Physically, they will be tall and uniform in build. People in such a climate, however, will also
be more subject to slavishness and pleasure seeking (4der. 12). The people’s stature correlates
with the vegetation (“everything in Asia is by far more beautiful and larger,” 12.2). There is a
large section of text missing wherein the nature of the waters may have been discussed before
the author shifted to Egypt (also missing). Given the discussion of waters earlier in the text,
however, we can also likely assume that the waters of this region are sweet and engender the
desire for pleasure.® Peoples who live where Europe and Asia meet in the north, however,
are fundamentally different: because the climate moves between extremes of cold and hot
and the topography of the land is varied, the physical appearance and character of the peoples
who live in the north varies greatly: “The natures of some of them resemble wooded and
well-watered mountains. The natures of others resemble airy, dry lands, or marshy meadows,
or bare, dry plains” (13.4).° Also, variations in weather and landscape explain why “the
physiques of Europeans show more variety than those of Asia and why their stature varies
greatly even from city to city” (23.2).

The environment of Asia causes its peoples to be less warlike and more prone to live
under a monarchy because the climate never changes (der. 16); stable climates induce
sloth: “Laziness is inherent in a uniform climate. Endurance of body and soul comes from
change. Also, cowardice increases both from softness and laziness, while courage increases
from endurance and work ethic” (4er. 23.3). The opposite is true of those peoples on the
northern border of Europe and Asia, however, who experience regular shocks (ekpléksies),
which results in “more deterioration in the coagulation of the seed” (hai gar phthorai
pleiones . . . tou gonou en téi ksumpléksei) as the weather and landscape change, thus mak-
ing them courageous, antisocial, and passionate.”’ These characteristics also make Europeans
less responsive to monarchical governments and more independent (23.4).% This focus on the
impact of the climate and geography of the “seed” (gonos) as the point of impact is important
and runs throughout the text.”® It is especially important in considering some of the more
extreme people in the text, such as the Scythian Nomads and the Makrokephaloi. This dis-
course of the seed and its generation or deterioration is, I think, a fundamentally important
but underexplored aspect of the treatise that hints at a concept of ethnic purity that runs
alongside the other forms of environmental determinism of the text.%

While in the text the term “Scythian” denotes the majority of the peoples (gené) of the
Black Sea regions, they are divided into numerous tribes (ethné), who differ from each other
based on their climate and landscape. The Scythian Nomads inhabit the steppe and dwell the
farthest north of all the Scythian tribes. According to the treatise, the Scythian Nomads are
physically uniform as an ethnos because of the shared, stable climate; they are, as it were,
“afflicted by cold” (Aer. 18.1). The harshly cold and wet climate of the region lasts year-round
and so their summers and winters are the same. As a result (der. 19.5):

... they wear the same clothes, eat the same food, breathe the same damp air, drink
from the same snow-and ice-melted water, and refrain uniformly from labor. It is
well known that where there are no strong shifts in climate neither bodies nor souls
can endure physical activity. By necessity, then, their bodies are stout, fleshy, joint-
less, bloated, and flabby, while their lower bellies are the most bloated bellies of all
peoples. It is nearly impossible for a stomach to dry out in such a land with a nature
and climate of this sort. And, because of their fatness and smooth fleshiness, the
bodies of all, male and female, are identical to each other. Since the seasons are con-
stant, their genetic materials undergo no decay or damage when they merge, except
through trauma or disease.
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The Scythians have red hair and red skin because the cold burns them instead of the sun.
The idea that cold burns and makes one red complements the commonplace in antiquity that
Ethiopians and Indians were black-skinned because the sun had burned them. The culture,
character, and physiology of the Scythian Nomads is unique among Scythians, but uniform
among themselves due to the stability of the climate and the lack of shocks to alter the gonos,
which would cause variety in physical form. Although climate does not shock the “seed”
causing variation in Scythia (or in Asia, where the climate is equally uniform), cultural prac-
tices do impact the physiology and fertility of these nomads. The men are impotent because
of their perpetual horse-riding coupled with poor medical practices,® while the women, who
lead a lethargic lifestyle in wagons, have bodies so obese that their uteruses are clogged and
closed off to a man’s ejaculate (4er. 21.2).* This situation bodes ill for retaining a consistent
population. However, the author says that some Scythian men avoid impotence and breed
with slave-women (der. 21.3); presumably this is how they perpetuate their people. The con-
sistently harsh climate itself, more extreme in the far north than elsewhere, can be assumed
to impact the seed by creating physiques among the Scythians unique to their climate; its
consistent cold ensures the uniformity of the physiques of Scythians even for children not
born of Scythian women. The lack of decay noted in the above passage means that the seed
does not change during coagulation to impact this uniformity, but the impact of the extreme
climate still marks the bodies of the Scythian Nomads as abnormal.

The infertility of the Scythians is one mark not only of the impact of climate on custom
(they live as nomads because they live in the Scythian desert, Aer. 18), but of the inferiority of
the Scythian Nomads to their Greek counterparts who dwell in a properly moderate climate.
This inferiority is further marked by the necessary use of techné in order for Scythians to adapt
and ‘normalize’ their bodies. The author assumes that the cold and wet climate would make
them “by necessity” appear as “marvels of flab and fat” (4der. 20), of a nature of the sort that is
incapable of fertility (der. 21), and yet they do not: images of the Scythians found throughout
the Greek world represent them as fit.** The author instead imagines that the Scythian Nomads
used cauterization in order to reduce the bloatedness in their shoulders, arms, breasts, hips, and
loins. The evidence of this cauterization, according to Airs, is “obvious” when one looks at a
Scythian and sees that he is not fat.

The author particularly singles out the Scythian Nomads and other peoples in the treatise
as anomalous people because they differ greatly from Greeks and other northern peoples.
The author states that he does not discuss others because he considers them similar to the
Greeks. The implication, therefore, is a type of hierarchy or, at least, ranking, of sameness
or difference.* This difference and inferiority is further marked by the Scythians’ persistent
infertility (and their failed cures for it)®* and their need for fechné in order to appear ‘normal.’

A people similar to the Scythian Nomads in this regard are the Makrokephaloi. With
the Makrokephaloi, we see two dynamics at play: first, the use of technology to alter their
nature—a sign of lesser peoples—and, second, a recognition that they can only maintain
their adaptations of their bodies through restricting intermarriage with outside peoples. The
physical changes enacted through technology could become heritable if the alteration through
custom persisted over time and so long as they remained an insular people. According to
Hesiod, the Makrokephaloi were born of the union of the genos of women descended from
Pandora with the gods (Most Fr. 101 (Eratosthenes FGrHist. 224F 157a + f= Strabo 1.2.35).
They apparently looked like everyone else in the beginning,® with heads of standard shape.
Conical-shaped heads, however, seemed to them more aesthetically pleasing, and so they
began to massage the heads of their infants until they achieved a conehead. The new shape
then became a heritable characteristic: “Custom worked in the beginning in such a way that it
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forced nature to follow suit” (der. 14.3-4).7 It was only intermarriage with other tribes that
eventually caused the cone shape to diminish.

The case of the Makrokephaloi is interesting and is one of a number of instances in 4 WP
where human intervention alters the environmentally determined or ‘natural’ appearance of a
people. This case is unique, however, in that over time, nature itself adapted the alteration and
made it heritable. The Makrokephaloi themselves are fairly uniform in appearance—they live
in a region along the Phasis River, an area identified as fairly uniform in climate. Thus, when
they consistently work to alter their appearance, nature helps them retain this uniform shape
since uniformity of shape is endemic to a stable climate such as they inhabit. This process
was known in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries as the heritability of acquired character-
istics and was a hallmark of Neo-Lamarckian evolutionary theory. It was, in fact, the thing that
made evolution possible. The Makrokephaloi manage to create such a consistent (and to them
pleasant) adaptation that nature could not help but intervene. And yet, this preferred body
shape was eventually lost because the Makrokephaloi became a mixed people through marriage
outside of their group. Once again, we see hints of a concept of ethnic purity; even though the
conehead would have been considered unpleasing to a Greek (Hesiod places them among
the children of the genos of women and links them to other oddities of nature like the Pygmies
and Kunokephaloi), to the Makrokephaloi and others, it was their defining characteristic—they
are named for it, after all—and once they permitted intermarriage with non-Makrokephaloi,
that defining characteristic is lost.

Conclusion

There are a number of ways in which the ancient Greeks imagined the relationship between
identity and environment. They may appear on the surface wildly inconsistent and they
certainly cannot be constrained into a single theory of identity and environment. Nonetheless,
some underlying conceptual affinities and some modes of thought connect them. In each case,
an ethnic group shares physical features and characteristics in part due to their relationship
to the earth or environment. In each case, the ‘pure’ or ‘unmixed’ people are represented as
better off or superior. Deviations from this ‘pure’ form are represented as ‘corruptions’ or
‘deteriorations’ of the human ‘seed’ (gonos), though further consideration of this idea in light
of the medical texts and Aristotle is necessary. It is possible to say that some Greeks tended
to understand that specific peoples were bound to specific lands, that the characteristics of
particular lands and climates had determinative effects on human appearance, behavior, and
moral character, and that some geographic and climatic locations were superior and others
inferior. There is also sufficient evidence to suggest that some Greeks viewed intermarriage
between ethnic or tribal groups as a risky venture because it could lead to degeneration of a
people’s character and customs and a deformation of their physical appearance.

It must be admitted that this complex of ideas was not the only way to conceptualize the
problem of human diversity, political and social status, marriage, and citizenship. There are
other conceptualizations, e.g. the variety of migration stories also in circulation in antiquity,
which coexisted and even conflicted with environmental ideas. But we can hardly expect
consistency here. The Greeks were not a unified people and they interacted with a broad
range of non-Greeks whose own ideas and customs varied greatly. To expect a singular
mode of thought or a single theory of human diversity in this situation would be foolish.
That said, although inconsistent, we can see throughout an interest in categorizing and
ranking of peoples in a way that normalizes one’s own identity while marking that of others
as defective or lesser. While some scholars prefer to link this interest to colonization and
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imperial aspirations, these are not always underscoring Greek interactions with each other
or non-Greeks. And even if it is linked to these dynamics in one manner or another, it is not
the only or necessarily primary mechanism driving the formation of identity groups. The
question of whether this ranking is racism, proto-racism, or ethnocentrism is, I believe, the
wrong question. Rather, instead of attempting to discover if the ancients categorized foreign
peoples in a manner similar to the way moderns do, we should focus on the processes of
identity formation and try to engage the ancients on their own terms. As such, I think we can
most safely link their ways of engaging with foreignness to a desire to know and understand
that often emerges from a wide range of motivators including curiosity, wonder, and fear
of difference or the unknown.®

10

Notes

All text for Herodotus follows Hude. Other texts will be noted when cited. All translations of ancient
authors are my own unless otherwise noted.

See Thomas 2000, 31-2 for further discussion.

For discussions of built environment, see Clements and Spencer, this volume. On building
programs as cultural enterprises that impacted ethnic identity in the ancient world, see, for
example, Woolf 1994 (Roman East), Rowlandson 2003 (Alexandria and Egypt), and Andrade 2013
(Greco-Roman Syria).

Kaplan, this volume, and 2014.

For an overview of scholarship on the distinction, see Kaplan 2014 with bibliography, and Gruen
2013. Fraser 2009 gives a full treatment to the uses of various ethnic terminologies as a supplement
to the Lexicon of Greek Personal Names.

Or, as they are now officially termed ‘Caucasian,” ‘African,” ‘Asian,” ‘Native American,” or
‘Hispanic.” On the issue of ‘race’ as a modern, not an ancient category of thought, see Isaac 2004,
1-39; Hannaford 1996, 17-86, and McCoskey 2012, 1-34. Kametkar 2002 makes one of the
sounder arguments | have seen for using the concept of race in studies of antiquity. On ‘whiteness’
as non-racial category antiquity, see Dee 2003. Sassi 2001 discusses the gender status of whiteness
extensively. The idea of a singular black ‘race’ in antiquity is disputed as well, though there is a good
deal of scholarship on ‘blacks’ in antiquity, including Snowden 1970 and 1991, Thompson 1989,
and Bindman, Gates Jr., and Dalton 2010. There has been a great deal of controversy surrounding
the issues of race in antiquity, the result of assuming that modern categories and systems of thought
are mirrored easily in antiquity. I do not intend to engage in a debate over ‘blackness’ or ‘whiteness’
as ancient racial categories. There is no evidence that they apply in the classical period except in the
eyes of the modern scholar. ‘Blackness’ as an idea existed, but it was not a genos, ethnos, phulé, etc.
On whether there was such a thing as ethnicity in antiquity, see Gruen 2013.

This is not an exhaustive list of terms that can be used of identity groups in the Greek sources. These
are simply the most common. Herodotus 1.56 uses genos to refer to lonian and Dorian, but ethnos for
Hellene and Pelasgian.

On the idea that racism or ‘proto-racism’ could exist in antiquity while race did not, see Isaac 2004
and 2006 and the essays in Eliav-Feldman, Isaac, and Ziegler 2009. See contra Tuplin 1999. Gruen
2013, 2-3 suggests that the ‘ethnic’ turn in scholarship is an attempt to avoid the cultural discomfort
with the concept of ‘race,” a term McCoskey 2012 intentionally uses in order to cause her readers
discomfort. He sees, however, no difference between ‘race’ and ‘ethnicity,” as both focus on biological
associations and heredity. See Hall 1997 and 2002 and the essays in Malkin 2001 for examples of
reading modern concepts of ethnicity among the ancient Greeks.

For discussion of the use of the term ‘racialist’ to define the Citizenship Law, see Lape 2010, 31-41.
Her decision to read the ancient Athenian myth of autochthony and to define its citizenship through
the lens of modern race theory has been controversial. See, for example, the reviews of Vlassopoulos
2011 and Blok 2014.

Herodotus provides an example of how moving to a new geographic region would not change the
essential culture of a people in his discussion of the Colchians (2.104-5), who, he asserts, originated
in Egypt based on their appearance (melagchoroes eisi kai oulotriches), on the practice of circumci-
sion (which is shared with the Ethiopians), and on the way they work linen, which is unique to Egypt.
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For Herodotus, the cultural practices are the most sure identifiers of ethnicity since, as he says,
appearance does not necessarily tell him anything, “for others are also such.”

On the eastern origins of Hesiod’s genesis of metal men, see Van Norden 2015, 50 with notes and
bibliography.

All text for Hesiod follows G. Most.

Gold and silver were extracted from lead, copper, and other ores through cupellation in antiquity. In
cupellation, the metals are heated to high temperatures that separate off the precious metals (which
melt at much higher temperatures) from the base metals. The process is rather simple—because the
base metals oxidize while the noble metals do not, the metals separate easily (though gold and silver
do not separate easily from each other).

Van Norden 2015, passim discusses Hesiod’s golden men at length and the legacy of the ‘Golden
Age’ narrative that derived from him in future utopic literature in Greece and Rome.

Not to mention the fact that iron, unlike bronze, silver and gold, rusts. There are intriguing possible
connections between Prometheus as master of fire and technai with his later mythology as creator of
mankind. There may be some component of ascribing inferiority to Promethean man versus Olympian-
made man as well as connections of Prometheus’ granting fire to man with the creating of Pandora,
the bane of humanity. In Prometheus Bound, Prometheus tells the chorus that he “planted blind hope
within them” (tuphlas elpidas, 250), perhaps a reference to Pandora and the jar. Prometheus also notes
in the play that it was he who led them to discover the metals hidden in the earth—copper, iron, silver,
gold—and how to work them (Prom. 500-503). Surely, the play’s author is engaging the tradition
of Hesiod and the relationship between the gené of men and Pandora. On Promethean fechnai, see
Calame 2010, 36-48.

They are said to have mothers, but where the mothers come from is unclear. The poem clearly states
that Zeus made them, not that they were born.

I have retained the full Greek passage here because of its fragmentary nature.

This is not a comprehensive overview of stories of autochthony or gégenesis. Such a discussion
would take up more than the allotted space for this chapter. I have attempted to highlight particularly
informative passages that show intellectual consistency with each other. For a general introduction to
autochthony and identity, see Morgan 2014.

The story of Prometheus as the maker of humans is a rather late invention, appearing for certain in Ovid
(Met. 1.76-88) at the earliest, though it may possibly have been circulating in the fourth century BCE;
there are hints of a creator-craftsman god in Plato’s Protagoras and Timaeus. See Stafford 2009, 430-43.
On the origins of the term autochthon and its meanings, see Rosivach 1987.

Louraux 2000, 6-7 and 1993, 73-4.

From LSJ: “mix something dry with something wet, mostly with a sense of mixing so as to spoil or
defile (gaian hudei), Hes. Op. 61.”

On the pithos as womb and sex as the source of evils, see Glenn 1977; Sissa 1990, 154-5; Zeitlin
1996, 59-60.

Loraux 1993, 88102 discusses the distinction at some length, especially in connection with Semonides.
I discuss the Makrokephaloi and Scythians below. Most Fr. 98 (P. Oxy. 1358 ft. 2 col. I; 15: Strabo
Geo. 7.3.7) suggests the Melanes (Black ones) and Ethiopians and amenénoi (strengthless) Pygmies
are born from Hephaistos with some unknown woman. The other distant peoples mentioned are the
Hyperboreans, Laistrygonians, and Kephallians. Most Fr. 101 (Eratosthenes FGrHist. 224F 157a +
f = Strabo 1.2.35) mentions the Makrokephaloi, Pygmies, and Half-Dogs (Hemikunas). On these
peoples, see Garland, this volume.

Later versions of this story make the /aas-born men the replacement for all humanity destroyed in the
flood (Apoll. 1.7.2; Ovid. Met. 1.381-415).

Especially in funeral oratory and in public monuments like the Erechtheion (see Clements, this vol-
ume). [ would even argue that the idea that all Athenians who died in battle should be returned and
interred in Attic soil was a public/popular manifestation of this discourse. Practical considerations
aside, the myth of autochthony had an ideological life of its own beyond the identity politics of the
average Athenian; it was meant, in many ways, to supersede local identities that were still strongly
embedded among the Athenian citizenry long after the Cleisthenic reforms. On funeral oration and
autochthony, see Loraux 1986. On continuations of local identities as competitors with Athenian
identity, see, on the Acharnians specifically, Kellogg 2013, Ch. 4, esp.

Gruen 2013, 4; See also Kaplan, this volume, and 2014. Gruen points to the criticisms of the auto-
chthony myth in Plato’s Menexenus as support for the lack of widespread support within Athens.
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Lape 2010 argues, however, that the discourse of autochthony borrowed from elite discourses of
descent and privilege. It may have been the crassness and even comic nature of the autochthony
myth (and its democratizing impact) that elites such as Plato scorned, not the notion of Athenian
exceptionalism or ‘purity.” As Pelling concludes, in Athenian rhetoric, “autochthony was a good
thing to have” (2009, 474). But it should not surprise us that they attempted to make their autochthony
superior to that claimed by others. On negative types of autochthony, see Calame 1985.

We might consider those who believe absolutely that the United States is a “white, Christian nation,” despite
ample evidence that the country has been culturally, religiously, and ethnically diverse since its origins.
Lape 2010, 31-5.

On the citizenship law and relevant bibliography, see Kennedy 2014, 12-25.

Rosivach 1987, 302-3; Kennedy 2014, 3867, esp.; Lape 2010, 167-70, esp.

Bakewell 1999, 10; Kennedy 2014, chs. 2 and 4.

On landownership/agrarian ideology and citizen identity, see Morgan 2014, 68—73.

Meaning, it bound the landless craftsmen, sailors, and others to the city despite their lack of agrarian
roots: Kennedy 2014, 8.

Strabo later asserts that the Pelasgians were Arcadians, citing Hesiod.

On the Pelasgians in Herodotus, see Sourvinou-Inwood 2003 and Mclnerney 2014.

And then added the name Ionians, when lon, son of Xouthos becomes their leader (8.44.2): Thomas
2000, 120. Sourvinou-Inwood 2003 does not see the Athenians/Pelasgian connection incompatible
with Athenians as Hellenes, Pelasgians being just another of the Greek ethné (138-40, esp.).

On Thucydides’ use of the autochthony fopos, especially with respect to non-Athenians, see Pelling
2009, 476-9.

Kennedy 2014, 17-19, with bibliography.

The right of enktesis is a manifestation of this connection—one may not own land, but one may have
the right to ownership. See Ledo 2012 on enktesis and Euripides’ Jon.

See Clements, this volume.

For example, Saxonhouse 1992, 77 writes that Euripides’ decision to assert the importance of woman
in preserving Athenian purity works against the idea of autochthony, which Loraux 1993 and others
argue elides women out of the reproductive process.

Lape 2010, 95.

See also 668—75 where lon hopes that his mother is an Athenian since “if a foreigner, even if a citizen
in name, comes to that pure city (katharan polin), his tongue is slavish and he lacks parrhesia.”

See Kennedy 2014, 26-38 on a similar dynamic in Aeschylus’ Suppliants.

This phrase concerning the descendants of Ion as born of the same root recalls the entrance of Athena in
Aeschylus’ Eumenides where she states that the land of the Troad had been given to her “root and stock
for all time.” Her claims to land outside of Athens run deep. On Athena as synonymous with Athens
in tragedy and civic discourse more generally in Athens, and for tragedy and Athena in particular as a
vehicle for imperial expansion, see Kennedy 2009. On the colonialist roots of Apollo and the name lon
in the play, see Doughtery 1996, 260-62.

I use the Greek text of Jouanna 1996.

Calame 2014, 2 briefly discusses AWP as part of his re-examination of the nature/custom divide in
French Structuralist thought.

See Kennedy, forthcoming, for a discussion of the Hippocratic idea of using technology to alter envi-
ronmental impacts and its reception, and Spencer, this volume, for the importance of environmental
technologies as an ethnic identifier in Vitruvius.

The theory may be rooted in the idea that humors (ikmades) existed within the earth as well as in people.
This is an idea that needs exploring in another context. See Thomas 2000, 50-51 on the importance of
ikmades in Hippocrates and Herodotus.

On water and health in AWWP, see Jouanna 2012. See also Lincoln 2000, 15-20.

See Thomas 2000, 35-74, and Bosak-Schroeder and Almagor, this volume, for discussion of health
as an ethnic category. On the gender implications of some of these stereotypes, see Sassi 2001, ch. 3,
esp., and King 1998, 21-39.

See Calame 2005, Romm 2010, Cole 2010, on the dividing line between Asia and Europe and its
importance for ethnic thinking in antiquity.

On the waters of Asia as inducing pleasure-seeking, see Harmon, this volume. An apt comparison is
to the Lotus Eaters of Homer’s Odyssey.

Expanded upon at Aer: 24.
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57 The text here recalls Cyrus’ admonition to his troops in Herodotus cited in the opening quotation to
the chapter. Herodotus considers such shocks resulting from climate shifts as the cause of ill health
(2.77.3); just as they alter physical appearance, so too they cause diseases. It is only a short next step
to equating visible ethnic differences with being diseased, or with monstrosity or deformity. See
Garland, this volume.

58 Roman authors such as Pliny (Natural History 2.80), Vitruvius (de Architectura 6.1.3), and Seneca
(de Ira 2.15) who adhere to the environmental view of character, classify the Germans much like
how Greek authors represent the southernmost of the northern tribes whose bodies undergo repeated
shocks from the fluctuation of extreme temperatures and landscape. See Irby, this volume.

59 But it is not addressed in On the Seed and it is unclear to me yet whether the idea occurs elsewhere
in the Hippocratic corpus. See Isaac 2004, 74-8.

60 Perhaps a comparison with other Hippocratic texts or Aristotle’s embryology will elucidate the mat-
ter further, but that is for another study. Another comparata is the Aristotelian Problemata (third
century BCE—fifth century CE) 14, which lies outside the time frame of this paper. See recently, how-
ever, Leunissen 2015, 190-213. Ward 2002 also discusses the climatic impact on ethné in Aristotle’s
Politics, which appears to follow the Hippocratic tradition rather directly. The Problemata, as
Leunissen remarks, is focused on “the causal interaction between the mixture of the environment and
the mixture underlying the material properties of the peoples living in that environments” (190).

61 See also Hdt. 4.67 and 1.105.4 on the Scythian Enarees, and Thomas 2000, 33.

62 The fertility of the women in various climates is a focus throughout the work. Some modern studies
of the impact of extreme obesity on fertility look backward to this text as early recognition of the
connection. Quoting the description of the Scythian nomads specifically, one such study comments:
“A thousand years ago [sic], Hippocrates has already recognized the influence of nutritional status
and obesity on reproductive function . . .” (Diamanti-Kandarakis and Bergiele 2001).

63 On images of Scythians in Greek sources, see Ivanchik 2005.

64 This hierarchy is made explicit in the writing of the Roman authors who considered the temperate zone
where Rome was located to be the best climate to produce the best peoples. See Spencer, this volume.

65 Aer. 22. The cure they use, according to the author, is to cut the vein behind the ears—this ‘cure’ is
what actually causes the impotence, according to the text.

66 Possibly Hephaistos, in a transparent attempt to connect physical difference with deformity and the
lame god. On deformity and associations with Hephaistos, see Garland 2010, 61-3, esp.

67 The ancient notion of heredity expressed in this treatise lacks a complete understanding as to what is
and what is not a heritable quality and how something becomes so. For example: “If, then, bald children
come from bald parents and grey-eyed children from grey-eyed parents and deformed children from
deformed parents, and so on, would it not be the case with other physical characteristics?” (der: 14.4).

68 Many thanks to those who helped me bring this chapter to its final form (though the ideas are far from
finalized). In particular, I owe thanks to the audience at Brown University, where I presented a por-
tion of this chapter, for their comments and suggestions. I am also grateful to colleagues and scholars
on Academia.edu who took the time to read and comment on the short version. Both Max Goldman
and Molly Jones-Lewis also took time to read and comment on more than one draft of this chapter
before the end and deserve some credit, though no blame, for the final version.
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2

THE ECOLOGY OF HEALTH IN
HERODOTUS, DICAEARCHUS,
AND AGATHARCHIDES

Clara Bosak-Schroeder

‘Environmental determinism’ is the idea that climate, geography, or other environmental
factors cause people to look and behave the way they do. Scholars of classical antiquity
have seen this theory at work especially in the Hippocratic Airs, Waters, Places, but also in
Herodotus’ Histories and the ethnographic texts that follow them.! As Rosalind Thomas has
shown, ancient Greek authors often associated environmental factors, especially climate, with
certain health outcomes. The ethnic Others who were thought to inhabit markedly different
climates were therefore prime material for theorizing the effect of environment on health;
Thomas gives the name ‘the ethnography of health’? to Greek writers’ use of ethnic Others
to theorize health. Greek writers also associated good health with their own earlier stages of
development. Hesiod’s golden race, for example, neither grows old nor suffers physical ail-
ments (Hes. Op. 109-120).

In this chapter, I consider the relationship between good health as an attribute of distant
times and of distant peoples. Ancient Greek writers believed health to be an outcome not only
of certain environmental accidents, such as climate, which humans must suffer passively, but
of the ecological relationships humans undertake with the rest of nature. I then consider to
what extent these ecologies of distant times and far-off places could be abstracted from time
and space and applied in the Greek present. In the process, I show that agriculture is crucial
to Greek theories of health and that Greek ‘ethnographies,” descriptions of ethnic Others, and
‘cultural histories,” Greek accounts of their own deep past, constitute a single discourse, which
I call ‘the ecology of health.” In Greek classical and Hellenistic thinking about good health,
human interventions play as great a role as environmental accident, and in some cases Greek
writers represent good health as largely under human control.?

Dicaearchus’ golden age and the Hippocratic corpus

In his On Abstinence (third century cE), Porphyry uses Dicaearchus’ second-century BCE Bios
Hellados, or Life of Greece to support his argument against eating meat.* In this work, which
is typically categorized as ‘cultural history’ or ‘historical anthropology,” Dicaecarchus adapts
Hesiod’s metallic races to divide early Greek history into three distinct ecological phases
marked by a particular mode of subsistence: life under Cronus (ko epi Kronou bios), the
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pastoral life (o nomadikos bios), and the agricultural life (ho gedrgikos bios). In Dicaearchus’
scheme, Greeks degenerated as they proceeded through these stages. The first bios was “the
best” and the people who lived then were “the most excellent.” Quoting Hesiod’s Works and
Days, Dicaearchus says that they were rightly considered a “golden race.”

According to Dicaearchus, the earliest Greeks were vegetarians who ate the spontaneously
growing fruits of the earth.® This was not an ethical vegetarianism, however, but an accidental
one, since human beings had no art with which to cultivate food or herd animals. As Dicaearchus
says (Dicaearch. 56A = Porph. De Abst. 4.2):

All things are reasonably said to have grown spontaneously (automata); for human
beings did not procure anything themselves, being still ignorant of agriculture or
any other art (techne). This very thing was the reason for their being at leisure, liv-
ing life without toil or care, and, if it is appropriate to assent to the opinion of our
most accomplished doctors, the reason why they didn’t get sick. For one could find
no precept more conducive to their health than to avoid the production of excesses,
from which they kept their bodies entirely pure. For they neither consumed food
that was stronger (ischurotera) than their nature but only such that their nature
could overcome, nor more than is moderate because of its ready availability but
for the most part less than would seem sufficient because of its scarcity . . . But to
those coming after, who pursued great things and fell into many evils, this way of
life naturally became desirable. The simple (/itos) and spontaneous (autoschedios)
food of earlier people is made clear in the later saying ‘enough of oak,’” which is
what the first person who changed [from the earlier way of life] probably said.

While the golden age is idealized in general, Dicacarchus’ emphasis on health is striking.
What about the “spontaneous” food of the earliest Greeks makes it so healthy? One way to
understand this passage is by comparing it to discussions of health in the Hippocratic corpus, a
collection of medical texts dated to between 430 and 400 BCE, most of which were written on
the later end of this range.® Dicaearchus does not mention Hippocratic doctrine explicitly, but
other scholars have noted that he uses Hippocratic vocabulary to explain the healthiness of this
first diet, and have read the Life of Greece as influenced by the earlier Hippocratic writings. In
Hippocratic theory, some foods are stronger than others and food competes with other aspects
of regimen to determine the health of the body.’ Yet despite the fact that Dicaearchus explains
the healthiness of the earliest diet by way of Hippocratic theory, the life of Greeks under Cronus
is difficult to map directly onto Hippocratic regimen, which is much more contingent on other
variables than Dicaearchus’ model allows. In the Hippocratic corpus, foods are rarely good
or bad per se; they are good or bad for certain constitutions and in certain seasons: this is the
principle at work in Regimen in Acute Diseases. Furthermore, Hippocratic medicine makes
subtle distinctions not only between agricultural or pastoral products, or even land and sea
animals, or fruits and vegetables, but between barley as opposed to wheat, pork as opposed to
beef (Hp. Acut. 2.391f.)." If Dicaearchus’ regimen were simply Hippocratic, we would expect
a more detailed breakdown of particular foods.

Moreover, when uncultivated foods are discussed in the Hippocratic corpus, they are
emphatically not recommended (Hp. VM. 3):

[The people of the past, who ate what the earth produced] suffered many terrible
things from their excessive and beast-like way of life, ingesting things raw and

30



The ecology of health

untempered and those possessing strong powers [megalas dunamias]. Those [then]
suffered just as they would suffer now, falling into severe pains and illnesses, and
quickly into death . .. For this reason I think that [the people of the past] harmo-
nized their food with their natures and discovered the sort of food which we now
eat. From wheat, after soaking, pounding, grinding, sifting, mixing, and baking it,
they made bread.

When Dicaearchus talks about the food of the first bios not being “stronger” than the con-
stitution of the people of that time, he is alluding to Hippocratic teaching about the “strong
qualities,” megalai dunamiai, of certain foods also explored in this passage. But a close com-
parison of the two reveals that Dicaearchus disagrees with the Hippocratic opinion of ancient
diet. Whereas On Ancient Medicine argues that ancient diet overpowered a good proportion
of people (whose constitutions, of course, differed), Dicaearchus says that the ancient diet
benefited people precisely because it did not overpower them. In On Ancient Medicine, health
progressed because people adopted diets that harmonized with their different constitutions,
eschewing akratos, “untempered” foods animals eat “such as those that grow from the earth:
fruits, bark, and grass,” in preference for bread, which is produced by “soaking, pounding,
grinding, sifting, mixing, and baking.” By contrast, the Life of Greece associates good health
with foods that spring spontaneously from the earth and without the application of agriculture.
The techné at play in each author is also subtly different. Both Dicaearchus and the Hippo-
cratic author contrast ancient and modern diet, but the mechanism for distinguishing them dif-
fers: Dicaearchus emphasizes agriculture, while for the Hippocratic author, cooking has made
all the difference. Thus, Dicaearchus applies some Hippocratic vocabulary, but his theory of
nonagricultural diet is incompatible with the Hippocratic treatment of the same subject in On
Ancient Medicine."

Although the Life of Greece and On Ancient Medicine both discuss “strong qualities” in
foods and their effect on health, they have opposing philosophies of human progress. That
ancient opinion was divided about the quality of life in the ancient past is well known and
Dicaearchus and the author of On Ancient Medicine represent the two basic positions well,
at least in respect to health and diet. For Dicaearchus and others of the ‘pessimistic’ view,
health has declined as human diet has advanced; these writers characterize humans’ earliest
food as “simple” and healthy. For the author of On Ancient Medicine and other ‘progressiv-
ists,” time and techné have only (or largely) made things better;'? these writers characterize
uncultivated foods as “raw” and “untempered” and associate good health with the arts of
later times.

However, there is another set of texts we can use to contextualize Dicaearchus, texts that,
like the Life of Greece, describe health in general terms and attribute health or illness to the
characteristics of groups rather than individuals. These texts treat ethnic Others, peoples con-
temporary with the ancient Greeks but distant from them in space; we generally call these texts
ethnographies.'® In what follows, I examine two ethnographic accounts, one in Herodotus’
fifth-century BCE Histories that preceded Dicaearchus’ Life of Greece, and another in Aga-
tharchides’ third-century BCE On the Erythraean Sea that followed it,'* posing new answers
to the logic of health behind Dicaearchus’ work and exploring the interaction among these
three texts. The ethnographies express philosophies of human development very similar to
the ‘progressivist” and ‘pessimistic’ philosophies characteristic of cultural history, and make
arguments to their readers about the advisability of certain diets just as the Life of Greece and
On Ancient Medicine do.

31



Clara Bosak-Schroeder

Herodotus’ Histories: meat and milk vs. bread

In the third book of Herodotus’ Histories, Cambyses sends a delegation of Icthyophagoi,
“Fish Eaters,” to the Aithiopes, a people living in Africa. While ostensibly there to extend
the hand of Persian friendship, the Icthyophagoi have in fact been sent to spy."* Herodotus
says that Cambyses is especially interested in whether the Table of the Sun really exists, a
table that is supposed to produce food spontaneously for the Aithiopes year round. The scene
unfolds comically as the Aithiopes systematically reject most of the gifts the Persians present,
thereby providing a running commentary on Persian (and also Greek) culture which James
Romm has aptly dubbed “ethnologic satire.”'® Particularly interesting for present purposes
are the Aithiopian king’s comments on the Persian diet (Hdt. Hist. 3.22.11-3.23.5):

And when he came to the wine and learned how it was made, he took exceedingly
great pleasure in it, and asked what the Persian king ate and what was the highest age
a Persian man could attain. And they said that he ate bread, explaining the nature of
[the growing of] wheat, and that 80 years of life was the greatest measure allotted to a
man. To these things the Aithiopian said that if they ate shit (kopros) it was no wonder
they lived so few years; for they would not be able to live even that long if they didn’t
sustain themselves with this drink (indicating to the Icthyophagoi the wine): for in this
they had been beaten by the Persians. To the Icthyophagoi asking in turn about their
way of life and life-span, the king said that most of them reached 120 years, and some
lived even longer, and that their food was boiled meat and their drink milk.

Although the Aithiopian king appreciates the gift of wine, a trope in other ethnographic texts,"”
he calls bread, the staff of both Persian and Greek life, kopros, “shit,” and attributes the
Persians’ relative short-livedness to this dietary mistake.'® The Aithiopes, by contrast, consume
only meat and milk, the products of pastoralism rather than agriculture, and it is to their diet
that they attribute their longevity. Just as Dicaearchus placed good health in a nonagricultural
time, so does this passage of Herodotus’ Histories locate good health in a nonagricultural
space, Aithiopia, where people do not cultivate crops according to the story. Although nei-
ther the Persian delegation nor the Aithiopian king align their diets with particular temporal
phases of cultural development, the scene juxtaposes the pastoral food of the Aithiopes with
the agricultural food of the Persians in the same way that temporal schemas like Dicaearchus’
account of Greek bioi juxtapose phases of civilization characterized by different diets. The
encounter Herodotus stages between the Persian envoys and the Aithiopian king is not only
an ethnologic satire, but also a biting parody of culture-heroism; here, the Persian delegation,
like Dionysus or Heracles, brings agricultural products to the Aithiopes, but they reject most
of these gifts, preferring the ecological practice of pastoralism that has ensured their longev-
ity. Rather than validating Greek agriculturalism and civilization as scenes of culture-heroism
typically do, this encounter between Aithiopes and Persian envoys calls into question whether
Greeks should have adopted agriculture or should continue to practice it now.

On the other hand, elements of the Aithiopian way of life distinguish the Aithiopes very
clearly from those who inhabit Dicaearchus’ golden age. The majority of Aithiopes may
believe that the Table of the Sun produces food for them spontaneously, but Herodotus tells us
that this is a trick of the Aithiopian leadership. Of the Table, he says (Hdt. Hist. 3.18):

There is a meadow in the area surrounding the city quite full of boiled meats of every
sort of quadruped. Every night, it is each time the duty of those in office to place the
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meats on the table, and during the day everyone who wishes to comes and feasts. But
the locals say that the earth yields these things each time.

The Aithiopes eat pastoral products which seem to them to spring spontaneously from the earth
but are in fact supplied secretly by the Aithiopian leadership. For most Aithiopes, there is little
practical difference between a truly spontaneous, “golden” diet and what they experience, but this
difference—and the deceit it involves—undercuts the Aithiopes as a paradigm to be emulated.

The fact that the Table is not what it seems also affects Cambyses and his army. After
Cambyses’ spies return to him and report what they have seen and heard, Cambyses becomes
enraged and sends his troops against Aithiopia. This march is a complete disaster. Cambyses,
who had before been so keenly interested in the Table of the Sun, ironically fails to provision
his army appropriately.'® As a result, they march desperately backward into a developmentally
earlier way of life (Hdt. Hist. 3.25.13-23):

Before his army had completed a fifth part of the journey, suddenly all of the food
they had brought ran out, and after the food was gone they ate the pack-animals, until
they also ran out . .. As long as the soldiers could get anything from the earth they
survived by eating grass; but when they came to the desert, some of them did a terrible
thing, selecting by lot one man from each ten and eating him.

This passage is not only a famine narrative, but also an imagined journey into a nightmarish
version of human beginnings.?’ Herodotus does not explicitly compare the army’s declining
diet to the dietary phases of cultural histories, but he employs the same language to imagine
the scene. Instead of eating animals raised for that purpose, like goats or sheep or cows, the
soldiers eat their horses. Instead of gathering berries and other products of the earth, as in the
golden age, they eat grass. Finally, they arrive at the point where the human diet collapses in
on itself, and consume one another. As in On Ancient Medicine, where the earliest humans ate
“fruit, bark, and grass,” so too are the Persians forced to eat grass as a last resort before turning
to cannibalism. Cambyses’ troops have not only marched into the past, they experience the
worst version of the past imagined by progressivists.

It is impossible to determine the direction of influence, but On Ancient Medicine is an
important intertext for another Herodotean famine narrative. In book 8, Xerxes’ retreating
army falls ill and dies after consuming a diet of grass and bark (8.115, 117).2! Like On Ancient
Medicine, both famine narratives in the Histories denigrate nonagricultural diets and associ-
ate them with particular foodstuffs, especially bark and grass. Rather than promoting health
as they do in the Life of Greece and Herodotus’ Aithiopia, nonagricultural foods in these
passages lead to illness and death.

Although the famine that afflicts Xerxes’ army in book 8 occurs at a distance from Cam-
byses’ embassy to the Aithiopes in book 3, Cambyses’ army experiences their own famine
directly after the embassy and perhaps as a result of the misinformation the Persian envoys
take to him about the Table of the Sun. Herodotus recognizes the true nature of the Table, but
the Persian envoys probably do not. Cambyses’ foolishness is, of course, not confined to this
episode, but inasmuch as he has been misled by the incomplete report of the Icthyophagoi and
seduced into believing that all of Aithiopia is a land of natural abundance, the famine his troops
suffer results from his misplaced confidence in the Aithiopian diet.”? For this reason, Cambyses’
army’s decline and the Aithiopian king’s discourse on diet must be read in conversation with
one another. The Aithiopian king has made an argument for a meat-based diet over a bread-
based one. Cambyses’ army’s fate, however, especially read in conjunction with Xerxes’ army’s
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decline in book 8, places a strong limit on this advice. Readers who look back on book 3 in light
of book 8 might conclude that meat-based diets are too risky to be attempted. They can lead not
only to illness, but also cannibalism, the confusion of appropriate and inappropriate “meats”.*

An army marching on foraged foods is not going to get very far, as Herodotus’ readers
probably knew, even if they might not have known that human beings cannot digest grass
and bark (as On Ancient Medicine implies). However, when read in concert with the
Aithiopian-Persian exchange in book 3, these famine narratives activate readers’ questions
about the different diets that are explicitly discussed by the Aithiopian king. Readers
who, after encountering the Aithiopian criticism of Persian bread, wonder whether agri-
cultural foods might not be best for their health and longevity, are perhaps comforted by
the fate of Cambyses’ and then Xerxes’ armies.

This scene may convince readers that a nonagricultural diet is appropriate for some peoples
but not others, those who are native to a region but not those who invade it. At the very least,
these famine narratives can lead readers to question the Aithiopian king’s assertion about the
connection between agricultural products and ill health, especially when Herodotus’ revelation
about the deception behind the Table of the Sun has primed them to mistrust the king.

The fact that the Aithiopian king approves of the gift of Persian wine complicates this set
of passages further. The Aithiopian king elevates milk and meat over bread, but admits that
wine has ameliorated the Persians’ otherwise poor diet: “The Aithiopian said that if they ate
shit it was no wonder they lived so few years; for they would not be able to live even that long
if they didn’t sustain themselves with this drink [indicating to the Icthyophagoi the wine]:
for in this they had been beaten by the Persians.” Bread is definitely bad for one’s health, but
wine is not; it is in fact conducive to health. The Aithiopes’ appreciation for Persian wine is
an ethnographic trope, but also, as James Romm points out, evokes the Cyclopes of Odyssey
9 in particular.’* Like the Aithiopes, the Cyclopes are nonagricultural pastoralists, and like
them they too have a fondness for wine. But the reference to Odyssey 9 is more troubling
than it may first appear. Readers who have the Polyphemus episode in mind will remem-
ber the juxtaposition of pastoralism and cannibalism in Homer’s text—Polyphemus washing
down Odysseus’ men with milk (9.296—7)—before the Cyclops is “beaten” by Odysseus’s
gift of wine (9.347ff.). Whether or not the Homeric passage has provided Herodotus with
an explicit model in the Aithiopian episode, the parallels between the two further undermine
the Aithiopian king’s advice, or at least how to apply it. The episode opposes pastoral and
agricultural diets through the comparison of bread and meat (and milk), and then complicates
this opposition with the Aithiopes’ and Persians’ shared appreciation for wine. The Aithiopian
king’s concession that wine is a true pleasure—and even a healthful one—underlines his deni-
gration of bread, but it means that neither he nor the reader can place agricultural bios entirely
beneath pastoral bios. The Histories draws attention to the problems with agriculture but does
not adjudicate between bioi or advocate consistently for one over the other.

In cultural histories, works like On Ancient Medicine, Works and Days, and the Life of
Greece, the writer’s philosophy of progress is consistent and unified. But different episodes of
Herodotus’ Histories, and even different aspects of the same episode, echo different philoso-
phies of human progress simultaneously. As I argue in the following section, Agatharchides’
On the Red Sea is ambivalent about human progress as well.

Agatharchides’ On the Erythraean Sea: fish vs. locusts

Agatharchides’ second-century BCE work On the Erythraean Sea, like Dicaearchus’ works,
has been lost to us in its original form, but Diodorus Siculus, the first-century BCE writer of
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universal history, relies on him heavily.”® In Agatharchides, we meet the Icthyophagoi, or
“Fish Eaters,” again, this time themselves the ethnographic subject.?® The Fish Eaters are in
fact not a single people and Agatharchides begins, in Diodorus’ telling, with those who live
right along the coast of the Red Sea. The Fish Eaters, as their name implies, generally eat
fish and only fish, and though they must take trouble to prepare their food and occasionally
turn to mussels instead, they never go hungry. In the general course of events, the ocean
brings to shore every day and even twice a day, an apiston pléthos pantoion ichthyon “an
unbelievable abundance of every sort of fish” (F 32b = DS 3.15.4). The “unbelievable abun-
dance of every sort of fish” the Fish Eaters gather verbally echoes the Aithiopes’ meadow
“quite full of boiled meats of every sort of quadruped” in Herodotus (3.18), discussed above.
Unlike Herodotus’ Aithiopes, Agatharchides’ Fish Eaters must gather their food themselves,
but the abundance of their food supply associates their lifestyle with the life under Cronus
that Dicaearchus describes. Agatharchides concludes his description of these Fish Eaters
(F 39b = DS 3.17.5): “Thus, the people who inhabit the coast between the straits live in this
way. Because of the simplicity [haploteés] of their diet they rarely fall ill, but they are much
shorter-lived than we are.”

Agatharchides attributes the good health of the Fish Eaters to the haplotés of their diet, its
“simplicity,” or “singleness.” They eat a simple, unrefined food, and only one kind of it. This
simplicity is paralleled in the diet of Dicaearchus’ earliest Greeks, who are said to eat food
that, though unspecified, must be kept simple, litos, by humanity’s ignorance of art in general
and agriculture in particular.

Agatharchides’ Fish Eaters are, however, not quite exempla of well-being. Their simplicity
of diet wards off illness, but they are not as long-lived as “we” Greeks are, Agatharchides says,
or as Herodotus’ long-lived Aithiopes are. Like the Aithiopes whose diet seems spontaneous
but is not, the Fish Eaters’ diet is abundant and healthy, but only up to a point. Agatharchides
does not say why the Fish Eaters die young in Diodorus’ telling, though Photius, a later
transmitter of Agatharchides, blames a lack of toil (F 39a = Phot. Bibl. Cod. 250.40, 450a):
“Because of the haplotés of their diet they succumb to few diseases, but they are deprived of
years of life inasmuch as they maintain a way of life that is less arduous than others.” Whatever
the reason, this disjunction between the Fish Eaters’ good health and short lives, between what
the simplicity of their diet achieves for them and what it fails to achieve, associates the Fish Eat-
ers with the golden age and at the same time distances them from this ideal.

On Photius’ reading of Agatharchides, it is possible to maintain the link between the
simplicity of the Fish Eaters’ diet and good health, and to quarantine their short life span as
a result of their idleness, though this too may ultimately be seen as an effect of their overly
abundant source of food. Later in Diodorus’ telling, Agatharchides offers a much clearer
counter-argument to simplicity of diet as a promoter of health. The Locust Eaters, who live
on the border of the desert west of Agatharchides’ Fish Eaters and Aithiopes, eat only locusts,
just as the Fish Eaters eat only fish (F 59b = DS 3.29.1-2): “For in the springtime in their
land, powerful west winds drive out from the desert an unspeakable multitude of locusts, dis-
tinct for their size and with ugly, dirty-colored wings. From this source they have abundant
food for their whole life.”

Like the Fish Eaters, who enjoy an “unbelievable abundance of every sort of fish,” the
Locust Eaters feast on an “unspeakable multitude of locusts.” But the Locust Eaters die from
a most terrible disease, eaten from the inside out by pterotoi phtheires, “winged worms” or
“lice” (F 59b = DS 3.29.7): “With such a dissolution of their bodies these people bring their
lives to an unhappy end, happening upon such a reversal either because of the peculiarity
[idiotés] of their food or the air.”
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This illness, which seems to be the universal cause of death among the Locust Eaters,
Agatharchides attributes either to bad air or to the “peculiarity” of their diet. Although he is
uncertain of the cause, the fact that the Locust Eaters, who depend on insects, themselves die
as nourishment for other insects seems to point to their diet as the culprit; the association at
least casts a pall over what they eat. In any case, inasmuch as their diet is a source of their
illness, Agatharchides places a limit on the effectiveness of the simplicity of diet. A food can
be very simple, singular, and nonagricultural, like the locust, but still inappropriate for human
consumption.

With the exception of On Ancient Medicine, all of the texts I have examined associate
health with the nonagricultural diets of earlier times and distant places, even if that association
is sometimes qualified. In Dicaearchus, relative health is located at the edges of time, when
humans did not know about agriculture, and in Herodotus and Agatharchides at the edges
of the earth, places where some people have not adopted agriculture. The healthy foodstuff
in these texts varies from naturally occurring vegetation in Dicaearchus to meat and milk
in Herodotus and fish and fish alone in Agatharchides, and varies also in what makes them
healthy. Whereas Herodotus’ Aithiopes attribute their health to a meat-based diet rather than
a bread-based one, Dicaearchus and Agatharchides attribute health as much to the absence
of techne, expressed in Dicaearchus by the adjective litos and in Agatharchides by the adjec-
tive litos and the noun haplotés, as to a particular foodstuff. The ethnographies also helpfully
outline failed diets, placing explicit limits on the simplicity of healthy eating. The question
then becomes: what argument do these texts make to their Greek readers? If agricultural food
can cause illness, do these texts suggest that Greeks should abandon agriculture or at least
agriculturally produced foods, that they should no longer be “eaters of bread”? Does it matter
that the healthy diets of the ethnic Others I have examined are somewhat compromised, by
the Aithiopian king’s participation in the deception of his people, in Herodotus, and the short
lifespan of the Fish Eaters, in Agatharchides?

The ecology of health and environmental determinism

My discussion thus far has analyzed Dicaearchus, Hippocrates, Herodotus, and Agatharchides
without much attention to genre. This has revealed larger patterns that in some cases associate
nonagricultural foods with spontaneous abundance and health, and in others associate them
with illness and death, regardless of whether modern scholars classify the text in question as
cultural history (Dicaearchus), history of medicine (the Hippocratic On Ancient Medicine),
or ethnography (Herodotus and Agatharchides). This connection between health, diet, and
ecology constitutes a discourse that transcends modern genre constructions. In her study of
Herodotus and the Hippocratic corpus, Rosalind Thomas (2000) has demonstrated that medi-
cal and ethnographic texts in the fifth century BCE show evidence of having influenced one
another. Cultural histories should be added to this mix.

Attending to chronology can illuminate how this discourse developed over time.?” While
Dicaearchus could not have influenced Herodotus and most of the Hippocratic corpus, I
suggest that Dicaearchus’ text was influenced by them—not only by the Hippocratic corpus,
as others have argued, but by ethnographic texts as well. Nor was this influence unidirec-
tional. As Stanley Burstein has observed, Dicaearchus’ cultural history went on to influence
Agatharchides’ later ethnography.?® Agatharchides, like many Hellenistic ethnographers,” is
himself indebted to Herodotus and thus participates in this web of influence twice, through
the ethnographic tradition and via Dicaearchus. I would like to call this web “the ecology
of health,” an extension of Thomas’ term, “the ethnography of health,” which she uses to
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describe the way that both ethnographic and medical writers use ethnic Others to think
through medical theory.

Understanding cultural histories as a part of the Greek discourse about health and difference
reveals the complexity of Greek environmental thinking. In the ecology of health, diet is not
something that humans usually manipulate at will, nor is it represented as something they suffer
passively, like climate. Rather, diet is correlated with certain modes of subsistence, automatic,
pastoral, or agricultural, and these modes of subsistence themselves imply different ecological
arrangements between humans and the rest of nature. In the ecology of health, ethnographic
accounts are not only a place for Greek writers to think through medical theories and vice versa
(as they are in Thomas’ “ethnography of health”), but they and cultural histories are modes of
writing in which Greek writers theorize how the environment in which humans live and the
way human relate to that environment affect human health.

The ecologies that affect human health are imagined in a variety of ways, from Dicaearchus’
four bioi to dependence on a single animal or insect in Agatharchides, but diet is always
imagined as part of a larger life-system. In most of the texts I have discussed, the central
contrast among these systems is between simplicity and refinement, with refinement often
identified with cereal culture. In Dicaearchus and the Hippocratic corpus, which are chrono-
logically oriented, earlier humans consume nonagricultural foods while later ones consume
the products of agriculture. Even though Dicaearchus and the Hippocratic writers imagine
different health outcomes for later, agricultural humans, they both make agriculture the turn-
ing point of health and emphasize agriculture as a process, a techné, as much as a product.
Writers who are geographically oriented locate agriculture and its absence in certain places
rather than in certain times, but the contrast between agricultural foods and nonagricultural
foods still operates. When Agatharchides characterizes the Fisheater diet as “simple,” litos,
he echoes the Life of Greece, which uses the same word to describe the earliest Greek bios,
and, like Dicaearchus, connects “simplicity” of diet, nonagricultural diet, and good health.

The encounter Herodotus stages between the Aithiopian king and the Persian delegation
is slightly different. While the Aithiopian king clearly distinguishes between his own meat-
and-milk diet and the Persian diet of bread, he does not reject agricultural techné outright.
His appreciation of Persian wine, which has presumably resulted from cultivated fruits, is
significant. He does not reject agriculture in toto but bread in particular, and argues that a
meat-based diet is more healthful. Through the Table of the Sun, this meat-based diet is asso-
ciated with what is imagined to have been the Greeks’ first, spontaneous way of life, but the
Aithiopian king stresses product rather than process; readers can assimilate the Aithiopes to
an earlier stage of Greek life, but neither Herodotus nor the Aithiopes make this connection
explicit. Nevertheless, the Aithiopian king’s criticism of Persian civilization is not confined to
diet alone. He also rejects the dyed cloth, incense, and golden jewelry the Icthyophagoi have
brought as gifts (3.21). The Aithiopian king cannot help admiring Persian wine, but it is the
one aspect of Persian life that he considers superior to his own people’s. In general, he rejects
the superfluities of Persian civilization in preference to his own way of life. He singles out
bread as the cause of the Persians’ relatively short lifespan, but makes it clear that he would
not adopt Persian customs even if the Persians and Aithiopes ate the same diet. Although
Herodotus emphasizes agricultural product over agricultural process, agricultural products
cannot be entirely isolated from the life systems in which they are embedded. The fact that the
Persians rely on bread is connected to the way they clothe, adorn, and feed themselves, how
they worship, and the natural resources they use in the process.

In general, there is one important way in which ethnographic accounts differ from others
that investigate the connection between ecology and health. Above, I discussed the two main
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Greek views of human progress, one which celebrates techné and the other which does not.
Herodotus’ and Agatharchides’ descriptions of distant diets resemble this scheme for evaluat-
ing the diets of distant times, but, perhaps surprisingly, do not adopt a single ‘pessimistic’ or
‘progressivist’” philosophy. In both writers’ ethnographic descriptions, nonagriculturalism can
have a positive or negative outcome, or both. While Herodotus’ Aithiopian king prefers meat
and milk to bread, the famine narratives that follow this episode explain health and illness dif-
ferently, and cast doubt on the Aithiopian diet. In Agatharchides, health is associated first with
a “simple” and nonagricultural diet of fish, and later with the avoidance of another simple and
uncultivated diet, locusts. This ambivalence manifests within episodes as well as across them.
Herodotus’ Aithiopes emphasize their diet in explaining their longevity to the Persian delega-
tion of Icthyophagoi, but then show them a spring that Herodotus claims is the real reason for
Aithiopian longevity (Hdt. Hist. 3.23.9): “If this water is as it is said to be, making such use
of it would be the reason why [the Aithiopes] are long-lived.” The Locust Eaters’ illness in
Agatharchides also receives a double explanation. They grow ill and die “either because of the
peculiarity of their food or the air” (F 59b = DS 3.29.7), as we saw above. The dual or compet-
ing explanations that both authors provide are part of a larger phenomenon in ethnographic
writing.’* Whereas cultural histories like the Life of Greece and the passage of On Ancient
Medicine examined above advocate unequivocally for a pessimistic or progressivist view of
human development, the ethnographies remain polyvocal and ambivalent about agriculture,
and this changes how readers respond to their claims about how diet affects health.

In his criticism of the Persian diet, the Aithiopian king implicitly assumes that the Persians
could change their diet if they so wished. In as much as health depends on diet, bread-eaters
like the Persians can choose to eat milk and meat. But if Aithiopian health is just as much
about a magic spring as their consumption of nonagricultural food, there is not much that the
Persians can do to achieve their level of health. In Agatharchides, a similar problem arises. If
the Locust Eaters sicken and die because they eat peculiar food, readers looking for healthy
diets know that they should not eat locusts when looking for a “simple” diet. But if the Locust
Eaters die because of the air they breathe, diet is no longer a guarantee of health, and the health-
seeking reader is left wondering: should I eat unrefined foods, or not? Am I doomed to ill health
because of my climate, or can I control my physical well-being by eating differently?

The health of Agatharchides’ Fish Eaters is not explained in multiple ways, but the fact
that they are short-lived is significant. As we saw above, “because of the simplicity of their
diet [the Fish Eaters] rarely fall ill, but they are much shorter-lived than we are,” (Agatharch.
F 39b=DS 3.17.5). This short lifespan may be the result of the immoderateness of their eating
and drinking cycle,’! or the fact that they do not toil, as Photius argues,” but the end result is
that readers cannot have complete confidence in the Fish Eaters’ diet. Although not denigrated
as “peculiar,” the “simplicity” of this diet does not appear entirely attractive, in large part
because Agatharchides’ statements about the Fish Eaters’ health and short lifespan stand side
by side. The Fish Eaters’ short lifespan may not be the result of their diet, but Agatharchides
does not say for sure and the reader is invited to associate diet with both good health in the
short term and a short life in the long term.

Like the double explanations that account for the Locust Eaters’ illness and the Aithi-
opes’ health, the conflict between the Fish Eaters’ good health and short life represents
these ethnographers’ engagement with a type of inquiry and method of argumentation
that multiplies explanations. These doubled and absent explanations are more than a curi-
ous feature of ethnographic reasoning; they also shape how readers will evaluate the advis-
ability of adopting other diets and engaging in other ecologies. In the case of the Aithiopes
and Locust Eaters, diet is contrasted with a specific environmental factor (the Aithiopian
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spring; the bad air in the land of the Locust Eaters) that would be difficult for a reader to
replicate. Compared to these environmental factors, diet may seem more abstractable from
environment and adoptable by readers who encounter the diets of geographically distant
Others. But the environmental factors themselves are so specific that, if they cast doubt
on whether diet or environment leads to certain health outcomes, readers may conclude
that the health of ethnic Others is unavailable to them. In ethnographies, the ecologies that
produce health are very difficult to determine. Human actions, including the bios humans
adopt, make a difference, but environmental factors beyond human control continue to
assert themselves.

Readers’ doubts about these specific diets in Herodotus and Agatharchides are amplified
by the fact that these authors present peoples whose lives support both a pessimistic and
progressivist view of agriculture. Even if a reader reaches a conclusion about the Aithiopian
diet in Herodotus, the famines that the Persian troops suffer present an alternative evaluation
of nonagricultural diet. The same is true for readers of Agatharchides, who encounter both
Fish Eaters and Locust Eaters. Not only is the healthiness of these peoples’ individual diets
uncertain, so is the advisability of adopting an agricultural or nonagricultural diet in general.
Readers may choose to focus on one strain of thinking, either progressive or pessimistic, and
order their lives accordingly, but they must actively ignore the other strain to do so.

The Life of Greece and On Ancient Medicine do not present the same problems for
readers. In these texts, a single either pessimistic or progressivist view of nonagricultural
foods is advanced and this diet is tied either to health in the former or illness in the latter.
Eating the right foods or foods produced in the right way ensures good health without the
complications of multiple explanations or environmental factors beyond human control.
Health or illness is diet-dependent but it is not dependent on a certain climate or place.
This is reflected in the universalizing features of time-bound rather than place-bound
imaginings of nonagricultural ways of life. Although ostensibly about the Greek way of
life, the Life of Greece describes the earliest lifestyle of human beings at large, as does
On Ancient Medicine. This universalizing ties these texts to Hesiod’s Works and Days,
which Dicaearchus self-consciously adapts. Although comprised of metallic gene, “races”
rather than ages, as we tend to speak of them, Hesiod’s gené, with the exception of the
demigods, populate the entire earth in turn. This universalizing releases health from the
specific environmental factors of climate and place.

However, health in the Life of Greece and On Ancient Medicine remains strongly tied to
certain time-bound ecologies. In Dicaearchus, the best bios is associated with a god, Cronus,
whose time has certainly passed and with the absence of a techne, agriculture, which present-
day Greeks have indubitably acquired. For Dicaearchus, bios is both a temporal category that
describes different stages of human development and an atemporal “way of life” that can be
abstracted from the stream of time and, at least theoretically, adopted by people at any time. The
succession of bioi Dicaearchus describes, each one replacing the other in turn, points to the first,
temporal meaning of bios, while the connections he draws between the health of the earliest bios
and the advice of contemporary physicians points to the possibility for the second. But the fact
that the diet of the earliest, healthiest Greeks depends on humans’ ignorance of the art of agricul-
ture makes it difficult to experience this historical bios in subsequent times, including the time
of Dicaearchus’ third-century BCE readers; how does one unlearn agriculture? In this sense, the
first bios and its attributes are indeed lost. In On Ancient Medicine, health is also time-bound, but
bound to the present and to the fechné of agriculture, which is available to On Ancient Medicine’s
Greek readers. In progressivist texts like On Ancient Medicine, health is more attainable than in
pessimistic texts like the Life of Greece that connect health to a lost golden age.
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In Dicaearchus’ Life of Greece, good health belongs definitively to a lost, pre-agricultural
past. In Herodotus’ and Agatharchides’ ethnographies, aspects of that past live on in other
places. Like Hesiod’s demigods who survive at the ends of the earth (Op. 170-73), some
ethnic Others eat nonagricultural diets which spring, if not entirely spontaneously, then at
least abundantly and without refinement from the earth and sea. Nevertheless, the tendency
of ethnographic texts to omit or provide double explanations makes it impossible for readers
to gauge the degree to which environmental factors, rather than diet, determine the health of
these “golden” gene. Ethnographic texts tease their readers, first offering a path to golden-age
blessedness and then withdrawing it by tying good health to environmental factors that lie
outside human control.

In the ecology of health, temporal and geographic distances play a crucial role. Both
types of distance encourage the imagining of alternative ways of being, including being
in a particular environment. Distance provides the freedom to imagine alternatives, but it
also frustrates Greek readers’ application of those alternatives. The health-giving or health-
preventing characteristics of past times and distant places are to some degree specific to
those times and places, and are to that same extent forever out of reach.

Postcript: Porphyry’s environmental thinking

In the last section I described the temporal and geographic constraints on health in the imag-
ination of Greek classical and Hellenistic writers. When these writers locate health in a
developmentally earlier time or distant, environmentally different place, health is difficult
for Greek readers to abstract and adopt for themselves. A notable exception to this is the
Hippocratic On Ancient Medicine, which, because it ties health to agriculture, makes health
accessible to its readers, who already practice agriculture. Another interesting exception is
Porphyry’s third-century CE On Abstinence, the cover text for the version of Dicaearchus’
Life of Greece discussed above. Although Porphyry lies outside the temporal bounds of this
study, the logic of On Abstinence further illuminates the ecology of health I have described
at work in earlier periods.

Porphyry’s aim in On Abstinence is to convince his friend Firmius Castricius, the work’s
addressee, to abstain from killing and eating animate beings. Porphyry quotes Dicaearchus
at the beginning of the fourth and last book, concluding that the earliest humans’ happiness
resulted from their abstinence from meat, and that meat-eating went hand in hand with
increasing war and injustice (Porph. Abst. 4.9). Dicaearchus’ life under Cronus was probably
vegetarian, it is true, but we have seen how the diet of this earliest phase of human life
depended at least as much on abstinence from agriculture as on an accidental vegetarianism.
Yet Porphyry elides this fact, collapsing the distinction between the first bios and later agri-
culturalism which Dicaearchus works so hard to establish. The difference between Porphyry
and Dicaearchus is made especially clear at the end of On Abstinence 3, where Porphyry quotes
the same passage of Hesiod’s Works and Days upon which Dicaearchus based his life under
Cronus, but comes to a different conclusion (Porph. 4bst. 3.27): ““We will imitate the golden
race, we will imitate those who have been set free. For Aidos and Nemesis and Diké were their
friends because they were satisfied with the fruit of the earth, for ‘the fruitful land bore for them
of its own accord and with great abundance.’”

Like Dicaearchus, Porphyry considers the earliest human beings blessed, and calls for
his readers to imitate them. But he reinterprets the significance of their diet. For Dicaearchus,
the automatic abundance of the earth has been lost to human beings through pastoralism
and the art of agriculture. For Porpyhry, agriculture is precisely how people of his own time and
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place can become golden once more. The earth no longer spontaneously produces food for human
beings, but Porphyry evokes the spontaneity of the golden race as a promise to his readers:
if you, like them, restrict yourselves to vegetarian food, i.e. agriculturally produced crops, you
will be as abundantly satisfied as if the earth really were providing for you of its own accord.

Unlike Herodotus and Agatharchides, who associated nomadic and other pastoral diets with
the golden age, Porphyry does the opposite. Because flesh-eating, rather than agriculture, is the
defining contrast he draws between good and bad diets, these peoples’ dependence on meat,
however abundant, associates them in Porphyry’s thinking with the corrupt present rather than
the blessed past. In On Abstinence 4, Porphyry holds up a variety of ethnic Others, including
Egyptian priests, Ioudaioi, and Indian Brahmans for his readers to imitate, but anticipates the
arguments of those who would offer “the customs of Nomads, Troglodytes, or Fish Eaters” in
contradiction to his arguments. These peoples, Porphyry says, have been forced to eat meat
“from necessity,” because their land is unsuitable for tilling, and are as much to be imitated as
cannibals (4.21).

Porphyry simultaneously valorizes the pre-agricultural past and the agricultural present
rather than opposing them as Dicaearchus and the Hippocratic author does. He harmonizes
the past and present by making meat-eating, rather than agriculture, the crucial difference
between phases of human development, and by associating the automatic abundance the earth
literally produced in the past with the moral abundance he promises to his readers if they stop
eating meat. Vegetarianism, as Porphyry imagines it, is limited to certain environments, but
can be easily accommodated within the existing and dominant agricultural bios of his readers.
Some nomadic peoples are environmentally prevented from being satisfied with agricultural
products, but the abundant, cultivated earth in which he lives invites his readers to eat bread
as the vegetarians they have chosen to become.*

Notes

1 See Kennedy and Irby, this volume. See also McCoskey 2012, 46-9 and Isaac 2004, 55-168 for an
overview of the history of this theory in classical scholarship and the classical tradition. For a recent
discussion of environmental determinism and human agency in AWP, see Presti 2012.

2 Thomas 2000, 28-74.

3 In what follows, I contrast agriculture with other modes of subsistence as Greek writers imagine
them, including pastoralism and hunter-gathering. Though I explore the difference between agricul-
tural and nonagricultural ecologies, this dichotomy is not a stable, structuralist opposition such as
Levi-Strauss’s “raw” and “cooked.” It is in fact the unstable boundaries between diets that makes
their representation so interesting.

4 For Dicaearchus’ effect on Roman theories of the past, via Varro, see Purcell 2003.

5 As Ax 2001 and Saunders 2001 demonstrate, the question of Dicaearchus’ “primitivism” has not
been settled. Although I am comfortable calling his account of Greek history a “decline narrative”
and his philosophy “pessimistic,” this is not essential for my argument. All one must agree to is that
health declines as time proceeds, and that Dicaearchus’ text expresses nostalgia for this aspect of
the earliest bios.

Hesiod calls the fruit of the golden race automaté (Op. 118). As Hunter 2014, 231-2 observes,
it is too easy to equate Hesiod’s “automatic” abundance with the absence of agriculture, though
this is how later authors (including Dicaearchus) interpret it. Cf. Scodel’s Op. commentary (Scodel,
forthcoming) for a similar argument. See Bianchi 2006, 131 n.11 for other instances of automat- in
Hesiod and Homer. Dicaearchus’ emphasis on spontaneous, “automatic” generation and the absence
of techné also links this version of the earliest period of Greek history with the automatos bios well
known from Old Comedy, for which see Ruffell 2001.

6 Saunders 2001, 244. Dicaearch. F56B = Jerome, Against Jovinian 2.13 confirms that, in Dicaearchus’
Golden Age, “nullum comedisse carnem.”
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Acorns had a mixed reputation in Archaic, classical, and Hellenistic sources. As food for pigs
(e.g. Od. 10.242, 13.409; Arist. HA 603b 31), their consumption by human beings could carry nega-
tive connotations, but they were also associated with the city of peace in Hesiod (Op. 233), and the
Hippocratic writers recommended them both raw and boiled in different circumstances (Vict. 55.28).
Theophrastus describes several varieties, some of which are “sweet” and others toxic even to animals
(HP 3.8.7; see Amigues 2003, 148 for modern species equivalents). As bitter and difficult to process,
acorns stood for the undesirable, “primitive” past imagined by progressivists. When “sweet,” they
stood for the abundant food of the golden age imagined by pessimists. See Dalby 2003, 2.

Jouanna 1990a, 85 dates the VM to the end of the fifth century. See Jouanna 1992, 523—-63 for the
dates of all the Hippocratic treatises.

Saunders 2001.

See Wilkins 2006, especially 123-7.

For more on cooking in On Ancient Medicine, see Rosen 2015, Totelin 2009, and Schiefsky 2005,
152-60.

For this tradition of writing about the deep Greek past, sometimes universalized, see Sikes 1914,
Lovejoy and Boas 1935, Cole 1967, Edelstein 1967, and Dodds 1973. For techné, see Cuomo 2007,
esp. 7-40.

On the modern construction of ethnography as a genre, see Hartog 1988, chapter 1; Woolf 2011,
13-19. and Skinner 2012. For the modern concept of “race” as distinct from the ancient (and slippery)
concept(s) of ethnicity, see Kennedy, Roy, and Goldman 2013, xiii—xv, and Kennedy this volume,
10-1. Though McCoskey makes a persuasive case for using “race” to describe ancient categories of
human difference, I prefer “ethnic Other” as a term that emphasizes the disjunction between ancient
and modern racial and ethnic thinking, highlights the constructedness of ancient (and modern) racial
and ethnic categories, and pays particular attention to the primary distinction made in ancient sources
between “self” and “other.” In Greek thinking, an “ethnic Other” is a non-Greek, a human being
who is perceived as different from the Greek self in origin, bodily appearance, and/or customs. Ethnic
Otherness is to some degree inherited and to some degree performed, and thus can sometimes change.
Agatharchides, like Dicaearchus, survives in the citations of later authors. See Burstein 1989 and 2013.
I use the Greek transliteration to distinguish these Fish Eaters from those we will encounter later. For
the Icthyophagoi as cultural ambassadors, see Longo 1987, 20.

Romm 1992, 59.

Romm 1992, 57.

Finch 2010, 370 suggests that kopros is an allusion to manure, and that “the implication that the
Persian’s bread was dirty because it was made from grain grown in manured soil refers to the com-
mon practice to improve crop yield by manuring the soil with dung from domestic animals or human
night-soil.” While this may be so, I think that we should still take the insult to apply to agriculture in
general, rather than a particular agricultural practice.

Romm 1992, 59.

For the language and tropes of the famine narrative, see Garnsey 1988, 17-31.

As Thomas 2000, 39-40 argues, following Demont 1988, Herodotus here makes use of Hippocratic
theories about the illness that can result from a change in regimen.

Thanks to Matt Newman for observing the parallel with Odysseus’ men and the Cyclopes in Odyssey 9.
Vernant 1979 has noted that the Aithiopes enjoy an idealized version of sacrificial cuisine, in which
the ritual killing and cooking has already happened. The fact that Cambyses cannot access this food
reinforces the realities of post-Promethean Greek life, in which humans must slaughter animals for
sacrifice and cannot afford to eat sacrificial animals regularly. For more on the historiography of
Greek sacrifice as well as new considerations, see Naiden 2013.

Romm 1992, 57-8 ties the wine in the Aithiopian episode to the Cyclopes in Odyssey 9 and Cambyses’
later intoxication and madness in the Histories. He says: “Alcohol can be a medicinal beverage to
the Ethiopians because, in their golden-age innocence, they do not crave it immoderately; only for
‘advanced’ races like the Persians does it pose a hazardous temptation.” For an alternative reading of
this passage, see Vernant 1979. For wine in ethnography, see Lenfant 2002. Mash 2010, 109 points
out that the wine, being phoinikéiou (3.20), may imply a further joke: if the wine is not just palm
wine, but Phoenician, the Persian’s best gift is not even really Persian!

Photius, the ninth-century Byzantine scholar, also transmits Agatharchides.

Although Herodotus’ and Agatharchides’ Icthyophagoi are lexically identical, I will call the people in
Agatharchides “Fish Eaters” to distinguish them for the reader.
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27 For an overview of Archaic and classical ideas preceding those in this chapter, see Kennedy, this volume.

28 Burstein 1989, 26-7.

29 Murray 1972, Priestley 2014.

30 Woolf 2011, 32ff.

31 Agatharch. F 39b=DS 3.17.5.

32 Agatharch. F 39a = Phot. Bibl. Cod. 250.39, 450a.

33 My great thanks to Francesca Schironi, Ruth Scodel, lan Moyer, Paolo Asso, Ralph Rosen, and the
UM Classics Dissertation Workshop for their encouragement and advice.
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3

THE INVENTION AND
APPLICATION OF ETHNIC
DEFORMITY

Robert Garland

Gender- and status-oriented stereotyping infected the ancient mind just as it does the modern,
sometimes claiming, as today, a pseudo-scientific credibility. Aristotle, for instance, lent his
considerable authority to the belief that men exemplified physical perfection while women
represented “the first step along the road to deformity” (G4 4.767b 7-8). He also subscribed to
the belief that slaves by nature (to be differentiated from slaves by law, i.e. those who became
enslaved by circumstance) were ‘naturally’ deformed, claiming “It is nature’s intention to
differentiate physically between the bodies of free men and those of slaves by rendering the
latter capable of performing menial tasks and the former upright and unsuited for such work
but adapted to civic life” (Pol. 1.1254b 27-31)—a classic instance of mistaking cause for
effect that had the ‘beneficial’ consequence of justifying the existence of a servile class.

This much is well known. But what about ethnic deformity—the notion (not entirely
fallacious) that certain sub-divisions of the human species are genetically different from
the dominant group, in some cases markedly so? What kind of stereotyping did that give
rise to? This chapter will examine how the Greeks and the Romans attributed abnormal
physiological characteristics, and sometimes, too, behavioural oddities, to what we would
identify as imaginary, fabulous, or monstrous peoples. It will also examine how the concept
of ethnic deformity originated and evolved throughout classical antiquity, both in scientific
circles and in the popular imagination, from the seventh century BCE to the second century
CE, and the uses to which it was put: diversionary, educational, or satirical. The subject is
large, and I shall offer only a broad survey, which, I hope, will establish some parameters
for an intellectual history of ethnic deformity in classical antiquity.

By way of introduction, we should note that belief in deformed peoples was not the exclusive
preserve of the uninformed and uneducated. On the contrary, it was endorsed by both Greek and
Roman intellectuals, including those with scientific pretensions, such as Empedocles, Lucretius,
and Pliny. Other luminaries, however, such as Strabo, Aulus Gellius, and Lucian, rejected the
concept out of hand. It goes without saying that ‘deformity’ is a relativist notion which often bears
the stain of prejudice and which some scholars now reject in favour of “disparity’.! I will endeav-
our to apply the word here with an awareness of its inadequacy as an objective term of reference.

I am aware, too, that in employing the term ‘ethnic’, I am straying into a linguistic minefield.?
Both ‘ethnic’, ‘ethnic group’, and ‘ethnicity’ are contested terms in sociological theory that
are applied to differences, whether cultural, physiological, or linguistic, which are sometimes
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perceived as real and profound, and sometimes as socially constructed. Words like ‘race’ and
‘nation’ are equally problematic and less applicable to the ancient world.?

Similar problems beset us when we turn to the ancient world. In Greek ethnos, phulé, and
genos are often used indiscriminately to denote such varied identifications as ‘race’, ‘people’,
‘clan’, “tribe’, ‘kin group’, or ‘community linked by blood’, as in Latin are natio, populus, and
gens. So when, for instance, in the Theogony (1. 591) Hesiod states bluntly that “From Pandora
come the baleful kin group (genos) and tribe (phula) of women”, are we to infer that women
are biologically related to Pandora and thus constitute a morally depraved species (as we
would term it) distinct from their male counterparts or merely that they are temperamentally
akin to Pandora? In other words, is he speaking metaphorically? Or is the concept of kinship
so muddied in this context that this question has no real relevance?*

Before investigating the invention of ethnic deformity, we need to look briefly at the origins of
ethnicity in the sense in which the term implies varieties of humankind. It is commonly believed
that it was the overseas settlement movement, the origins of which belong to the second half of
the eighth century, that had a decisive influence on Hellenic consciousness and stimulated the
Greeks to develop and deepen their sense of collective identity. This stimulus, the argument goes,
came about as the result of their encounter with the non-Greek indigenous peoples in whose lands
they settled, such as the Iapyges and Oinotroi of Italy, and the Elymoi, Sikanoi, and Sikeloi of
Sicily, since, as Jonathan Hall has emphasised, “Ethnicity can only be constituted in opposition
to other ethnic identities.” In support of this theory it has been pointed out that the designation
Hellénes, which we translate as ‘Greeks’, appears only once in the /liad (2.681-5), and then in a
limited geographical sense to indicate those peoples who inhabited the region that lay to the south
of Thessaly. It is not until the end of the sixth century that Hecataeus of Miletus used Hellenes to
designate the entire population of Greece (1 FGrH 119).6

Scholars often assume that the overriding factor in Greek self-definition was linguistic. In
so doing, they follow the etymological lead of Strabo (14.2.28), who claimed that barbaros
is an onomatopoeic term which replicates the incomprehensible utterances of non-Greek
speakers. Its earliest attestation is in the /liad, where it appears in the form of a compound
adjective, viz. barbarophonoi (“of barbarous speech’), which Homer applies to the Carians
(2.867). The problem with this argument is that the Carians were hardly the most outlandish of
the peoples with whom the Greeks came into contact, as Hall has pointed out.” It may be that
barbarophonos signifies those who spoke Greek poorly or with a thick accent. By contrast the
term ‘Roman’ seems from early on to have had strong political as well as biological overtones,
given the fact that those so named were a heterogeneous people, composed in part of the detritus
of other, neighbouring communities (Livy 1.8.5).

‘Deformity’, too, as noted, is a highly problematic concept that assumes a normative physi-
ological standard to which the majority conforms. It tends to carry a stigma that we should
not unthinkingly apply to other cultures. Neither the Greeks nor the Romans seem to have
regarded the headless, the dog-headed, or the mouthless as deformed in the way in which the
term tends to be used; rather they saw them as either ‘incredible’ (not necessarily the same
thing as ‘unbelievable’), ‘wonderful’, or ‘miraculous’. This is more than merely a matter of
terminology; it is a way of seeing, of evaluating, and, I might add, of appreciating difference—
or disparity. The ones, moreover, who were identified as the gentium mirabiles figurae, “the
wonderful types of peoples”, to borrow Pliny the Elder’s universalizing phrase, included not
only those whose appearance was out of the ordinary but also those whose behaviour was
irregular, such as the Scythian anthropophagoi, who exhibited a penchant for human flesh
(Hdt. 4.106).® In other words, physiological and cultural oddities could and frequently did
overlap, with many deformed peoples being abnormal in both categories.’ The Ethiopians, for
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instance, whom Homer variously located either on the shore of the Ocean (Z/. 23.205) or at the
extremities of the world (Od. 1.23-4) were disparate not only in height, beauty, and longevity,
but also in virtue (Hom. /1. 1.423; Hdt. 3.20 and 23; Nicolaus of Damascus F12).!° Inciden-
tally, it is striking that the only outlandish people whom Herodotus passes judgement upon
are the Scythian anthropophagoi mentioned above, whom he describes as “having the most
savage natures of all peoples, lacking any sense of justice, and observing no laws” (4.106).

We can identify two distinct groups of peoples who were believed to be physiologically
abnormal in the ancient world. The first comprises hybrid creatures that are the product of
miscegenation between humans and beasts. They include centaurs (half-human, half-horse),
Sirens (half-human, half-bird), and the dog-headed kunokephaloi (Hdt. 4.191; Aesch. fr. 431;
Ctesias FGrH 688 F 45.37-43). The second group comprises varieties of humans who exhibit
a striking anatomical anomaly: either they lack a vital part or organ, depend primarily upon it,
are larger or smaller than the human norm, or have bodies that are constructed differently from
the human norm. They include the astomoi, who have a hole in their faces instead of mouths,
the blemmuai, who are headless and have faces on their chests, and the skiapodes, who have
umbrella-like feet (or possibly one giant foot), which they use as a parasol (or skia) to protect
themselves from the sun (Hdt. 4.191; Aristoph. Birds 1553 with Schol. ad loc.; Ctesias FGrH
688 F 60; Plut. Moralia 938c and 940b; Strab. 2.1.9).

To what extent belief in the existence of ethnic deformity was inspired by encounters with
individuals who were afflicted with congenital deformity is uncertain. It has been suggested,
for instance, that the blemmuai might owe their origin to the foetal malformation known as
anencephaly and the Cyclopes to congenital synophthalmia.'! But while congenital deformity
may have played some part in stimulating the imagination, other factors are likely to have been
in play. One probable stimulus is the hybrid monsters and beasts with human heads that are
depicted in Achaemenid and Mesopotamian art.'> Another is the desire on the part of travel-
lers to earn credit for themselves by circulating reports of the fabulous peoples whom they
observed in faraway places. Yet another, perhaps the most influential factor of all, is encoun-
ters with peoples who deviated from the norm, such as those with black skin and pugmaioi
(our word ‘pygmies’, literally ‘fist-like men’), whose actuality lent credibility to the belief that
other aberrant peoples existed in the world. Pliny the Elder, for instance, defended his belief'in
the reality of fabulous peoples by instancing the Ethiopians, whose dark skin is deemed incre-
dible by those who have not set eyes on them (HN 7.1.6)." In sum, the disposition to believe in
ethnic deformity may well be as old as the human imagination and no doubt has many stimuli.
Certainly its origins can be traced as far back as Homer and Hesiod, and there is no reason to
suppose that either of them was a pioneer in this regard.'*

It was the extremities of the known world that were believed to be most productive of
ethnic deformity; that is to say, Libya and Ethiopia to the south, India to the east, and Scythia
to the north, none of which regions constituted a precisely defined geographical entity. The
designation ‘India’ generally referred to the northwest region of the Indian sub-continent,
much of which today lies in Pakistan.!* Libya and Ethiopia overlapped in different accounts,
and Ethiopia was often confused with India. The shores of the all-encircling Ocean were also
evoked as a place where outlandishness thrived. All were far distant from the Greek world, a
fact that made verification impossible, as some ancient commentators acknowledged. Rarely
did writers exercise their minds on what circumstances might have brought about the exist-
ence of the ethnically deformed, and in some cases, perhaps as a last resort, a mythological
progenitor was sought. Hesiod, for instance, claimed that both the Cyclopes and the pygmies
were descended from Poseidon (fr. 150 Merkelbach-West), whereas Hellanicus (FGrH 4 F88)
traced the Cyclopes back to Uranus. But who was their mother?
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Homeric understatement

Odysseus and his companions have several encounters with monstrous peoples in the Odyssey,
including the one-eyed Cyclopes and the giant Laistrygonians. It is striking, however, that
Homer does not attempt to describe their appearance in detail. Rather he employs allusion
to evoke their physiological distinctiveness. The Cyclops Polyphemus, for instance, is “a
monstrous wonder, not like a bread-eating human being, but like the wooded peak of lofty
mountains that stands apart from the rest” (9.190-92). The poet does not mention the fact that
Polyphemus possesses only a single eye but leaves us to deduce this from the fact that ‘kuk-
lops’ means ‘circle-eyed’. A lacto-vegetarian by nature, Polyphemus eats human flesh when
it providentially comes his way. All that we learn about the monstrous Laistrygonians—apart
from the fact that they, too, are cannibals when the opportunity arises—is that they are as “tall
as a mountain” (10.112-13, 116, 124-5).'

It is unclear whether the Sirens should be thought of as a distinctive physiological group,
since Homer provides no description of them (12.39-46). In art, however, they are frequently
depicted as human-headed birds. Scylla with her twelve feet, six heads, and three sets of teeth
is pure horror, though seemingly without the capacity to reproduce. In sum, it is a charac-
teristic of Homer’s poetics that he eschews the opportunity to elaborate upon physiological
oddity, perhaps because he thought it more evocative—and less preposterous—to leave this
to his audience’s imagination.

The scepticism of Herodotus

Physiological and cultural oddities feature significantly in the ethnographic writings of
Herodotus, principally in his account of western Libya in the south and of Scythia in the
north, viz. the region between the Carpathian mountains and the River Don. Of the one-eyed
Arimaspians, a people who inhabited the lands to the north of the Black Sea, he writes: “I do
not believe there can be a people who are born with one eye but who in other respects resem-
ble human beings” (3.116; cf. 4.13 and 27)."” Hardly surprisingly, in light of this statement,
he also categorically denies the existence of a goat-footed people, of whom the Scythian
Argippaeoi give report (4.25). Herodotus prefaces his description of the Libyan kunokephaloi
(dog-headed people) and the akephaloi (headless people who have eyes in their chests) with
the words “as the Libyans claim . . . along with many other either credible—or ‘incredible’—
creatures.” The translation depends on whether we accept the reading akatapseusta in the
manuscripts or prefer the emendation katapseusta (4.191.4). This is perhaps one of those
places where ‘incredible’ signifies not ‘that which cannot be believed’ but rather ‘that which
almost defies belief*."

It is a different matter altogether when we come to the Argippaeoi themselves, of whom
he writes:

These people are allegedly completely bald from birth, both male and female alike,
have snub noses, large jaws, speak their own language, dress like other Scythian
people, and live off the fruit from trees. Nobody wrongs them for they are said to
be sacred and do not possess any weapons of war. In fact they settle disputes for the
neighbouring peoples, and if any fugitive seeks refuge among them, that person is
safe from injury (4.23).

The Argippaeoi differ from the other peoples Herodotus has mentioned in not being malformed
but proportionately irregular. Though he prefaces his description with the word legomenoi,
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which can be taken to mean either ‘allegedly’ or, more neutrally, ‘as is said’, he evidently
believes in their existence. Despite their apelike appearance, he does not suggest that they are
intellectually challenged or morally degenerate. Rather he leads us to infer that they are more
enlightened than other Scythian peoples, and, both in their eschewing of violence and in their
hospitality towards asylum-seekers, more enlightened than Greeks.

The limits of the Orientalist impulse

There seems to have been little disposition on the part of Greek poets and historians to
construct a negative stereotype of the peoples whom they encountered in the East. Certainly
there is no indication in the /liad of any physiological difference between the Greeks and
the Trojans. Indeed differences of any kind are hard to perceive, though, as Edith Hall has
noted,'” a handful of epithets, such as bathukolpos (‘deep bosomed’), which is used exclu-
sively of Greek women, may be suggesting that “the seed of later ethnographical science was
germinating”. When Priam and Achilles gaze in wonder at each other in Book 24 of the /liad,
they do so not as members of different cultures and ethnicities but as individuals whose lives
have become enmeshed, as is indicated by the fact that Priam prompts in Achilles the recol-
lection of his father (//. 24.507—11). It is, in other words, their common humanity, not their
separate ethnicity, that directs their encounter and provokes their reactions to one another.

Similarly, there is no evidence that the ‘invention of the barbarian’, to use a conventional
term of reference, consequent upon the Persian Wars was fuelled by a belief that the Persians
were physiologically distinct or that their culture was inferior to that of the Greeks.?’ No
contemporary Greek author suggests that the genetic makeup of the Persians differs in any
way from his own. Though Herodotus reports that the Persians had particularly soft skulls,
the reason he proposed for this physiological anomaly is that they wore felt caps known
as tiarai from early childhood onwards. In this way, a cultural practice was able to over-
come the environmental impact of the sun, whose heat would otherwise harden their skulls
as it did those of the Egyptians (Hdt. 3.12).

There is nothing in Herodotus’ account to suggest that the outcome of the Persian Wars
owed anything to a cultural, far less to an ethnic, divide, or even that the conflict represented
a ‘clash of civilizations’.?! Instead, he presents the wars as a fight for freedom that the Greeks
happened to win—rather fortuitously and despite their many deficiencies—against a very
worthy adversary. Likewise, there is no evidence of an ‘ethnic chasm’ between Greeks and
Persians in Aeschylus’s Persians, despite the fact, noted by Gruen, that it is often claimed
that the play reflects the beginnings of the essentialist divide between Greeks and barbarians.?
In short, we search in vain in the literature of the Persian War period for the origins of an
incipient ‘racist’ mentality.?® This is not to say that the Greeks let the Persians off entirely
scot-free. Their effeminacy in particular, which might almost be seen as an inherited trait,
was frequently contrasted with the supposed manliness of the Greeks. Overall, however,
there is remarkably little evidence to suggest that the Greeks were inclined to construct a
negative stereotype of the Persians as a people.?* The Romans were similar to the Greeks in
this respect, even when it came to assessing their most hated foes. Gruen has demonstrated
that the slur term Punica fides first occurs in Sallust—nearly a century after the destruction
of Carthage and, further, that it was a vague rather than strictly ‘racist’ slur and by no means
exclusively applied to the Carthaginians.”

Similarly, there is little evidence to suggest that non-white peoples were regarded with
disfavour, far less with prejudice, by either the Greeks or the Romans, or that their colour was
perceived as a mark of their intellectual, moral, or cultural inferiority. The conclusion seems
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to be that black skin, physiological terms, denoted an aberrant ethnic entity who belonged in
the same ‘fabulous’ category as persons with heads in their chests.?® Neither the Greeks nor
the Romans saw themselves as ‘white’ in the way in which that term is applied in modern
western culture. In the absence, therefore, of what Dee calls “the kind of obsessive and cor-
rosive concern with ‘whiteness’ and ‘blackness’ that so disfigures our modern world”, their
classification system rested chiefly on the distinction between other cross-cultural oppositions,
principally Greek versus non-Greek, and slave versus free.”’

The exoticism of India

It was the encounter with India that intensified the interest in fabulous peoples, consistent
with Pliny the Elder’s claim that “India and parts of Ethiopia are particularly noted for their
wonders” (HN 7.21). India, located at the ‘edge’ of the known world, was popularly believed
to be inhabited by fantastic beings. The first Greek known to have visited the subcontinent
was Scylax of Caryanda, who did so in the early decades of the fifth century BcE.?® Scylax
was commissioned by the Persian king Darius I to explore the course of the Indus River. After
accomplishing this task, he sailed westwards through the Red Sea towards modern-day Suez.
He later wrote an account of his journey, excerpts of which are quoted both by his contempo-
rary Hecataeus and by later writers (FGrH 709 F 1-13).

We are dependent for our knowledge of the content of Scylax’s work from a reference
in the Chiliades of the twelfth-century Byzantine polymath John Tzetzes (7.629-36),
who tells us that the peoples whom Scylax described include the skiapodes (shadow-
feet people), the otoliknoi (people with ears like winnowing fans), the monophthalmoi
(one-eyed people), the endtikoitoi (people who sleep in their ears), and the ektrapeloi
(the freaks). This would make Scylax our earliest source for these fabulous peoples. It is
possible, however, that Tzetzes is referring to Pseudo-Scylax, author of a work known as
the Periplous or “Circumnavigation” dated to the 330s BCE (Hermann in RE 1A, col. 2496
[1929]; Nichols 2011, 157).

The first person to write a treatise devoted exclusively to India was Ctesias of Cnidus,
who flourished in the late fifth/early fourth century BCE. Ctesias served as physician at the
court of the Persian king Artaxerxes II in Susa until 398/7 BCE, in which year he returned to
Greece and composed accounts of both India and Persia. His Indika has survived in excerpts
that are preserved in the Bibliothéka of Photius, the ninth-century patriarch of Constantino-
ple.” Ctesias never visited India, seems not to have consulted any written sources, and relied
primarily on oral reports that he received from Indian and Bactrian informants who happened
to be passing through Persia while they were either serving on diplomatic missions or sell-
ing their wares. His informants may have found it advantageous to suggest that the land they
came from was productive of marvels in order to increase the esteem in which they and their
products were held, as Nichols suggests.*

Ctesias’ account of India is far more detailed and rich than that of Herodotus, in whose
work the region features only marginally, though he limits himself largely to discussion of
the Indus Valley. Romm is of the opinion that Ctesias composed his /ndika “primarily to
entertain rather than inform his Greek audience”, though the two objectives are not mutually
exclusive.’! Ctesias’ most detailed ethnographic description is accorded to the kunokephaloi,
who, he claims, are “black like other Indians”, but bark and use sign language instead of
speech. They perform intercourse on all fours—°‘doggy style,” as we might appropriately
term it—and consider any other method of copulating ‘shameful’. Their bestial character-
istics notwithstanding, they are commended for being ‘just’.>> They also happen to be the
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longest living of any people on earth (FGrH 688 F 45. 37—42). In their moral uprightness, the
kunokephaloi resemble Herodotus’ Argippaeoi, whom we discussed earlier.*

In the middle of India, the author further relates, live the pygmies “whose penises are
so long that they reach to their knees and even lower” (FGrH 688 F 45.21). It is unclear
whether this attribute implies that pygmies were endowed with enhanced potency, though
the possibility cannot be ruled out, since the peoples who lived at the ends of the earth were
generally thought to have possessed abnormally powerful constitutions that guaranteed
both longevity and resistance to disease (FGrH 688 F 45.32; cf. Hdt. 3.23).%

Nearly a century later, the historian and diplomat named Megasthenes (c. 350-290 BCE)
wrote a three- or four-volume work entitled /ndika (FGrH 715 F 1-34, esp. F 27 [= Strabo
2.1.9]). Unlike Ctesias, whom he refutes on many occasions, Megasthenes acquired first-hand
knowledge of northern India, serving as an ambassador to the newly established Mauryan
kingdom under Seleucus I Nicator, founder of the Antigonid dynasty. His account, of which
only fragments survive, focused on the Ganges and was far more detailed than those of his pre-
decessors. Though he incorporated descriptions of fabulous peoples, including tribes whose
girls give birth at six years of age (FGrH 715 F 13), he also emphasized the highly positive
effects of urbanization on Indian culture and society in general, which intimates perhaps that
India was ceasing to be thought of as the homeland par excellence of fabulous beasts and
peoples.®> Megasthenes’ Indika was the main source for Arrian’s work of the same name
written half a millennium later, and was subsequently used too by both Strabo and Pliny.

The seductive charms of paradoxography

It was the campaigns and conquests of Alexander the Great, particularly his expedition
to the Indus Valley in 32625 BCE, that inspired a genre of literature which was devoted to
reports of what lay outside the conventionally known bounds of human experience. Lacking
any designation in antiquity, the genre is known today as paradoxography, or ‘wonder
literature’.*® This derives from the fact that the writings that go under this name commonly
include words like paradoxos (‘contrary to belief”), apistos (‘incredible’), and thaumasios
(‘miraculous’), in their titles. Previously reports of marvels had been confined to remote
antiquity or featured only marginally in works devoted primarily to other topics as we have
seen. Now they occupied centre stage. The originator of the literary genre is probably Cal-
limachus, the third-century BCE Alexandrine poet and scholar better known as the author of
epigrams and hymns. Callimachus was also the author of a lost work on the subject entitled
A Compilation of Wonders of the Entire Earth Arranged According to Their Locality.’” We
know of the names of more than twenty Greek and several Roman paradoxographers who
were active between the third century BCE and the third century CE, not counting others
who made use of their writings.*®

Lacking any theory of evolution, it is hardly surprising that the paradoxographers did not offer
any explanation for the biological abnormalities that they tended to enumerate in catalogue form.
They seem to have expected their readers to be fascinated by the fabulous purely for its own
sake. That is to say, they subscribed to the proverbial Aristotelian assertion that “Libya always
produces something novel (# kainon)”, without inquiring as to why this might have been the case
(Arist. G4 746b 7-13).% Perhaps they thought no explanation was necessary, on the grounds that
their readers would assume that environmental determinants were the cause of these aberrations
in the tradition of the influential Hippocratic treatise Airs, Waters, and Places.*

Two of the earliest practitioners of paradoxography, Onesicritus and Nearchus, accompanied
Alexander on his campaign out East. In fact it is not inconceivable that Alexander was prompted
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to undertake his expedition in part by the tales that travellers brought back from the East and
the hope of encountering strange peoples himself. His journey to India was one of exploration
as well as conquest. Not for nothing did botanists and ethnographers follow in his train.*! It
is entirely fitting, therefore, that the notion that Alexander went beyond the boundaries of the
known world and encountered the wonders of the East should feature prominently in the Greek
version of the Alexander Romance, whose origins probably lie in the third century Bce.* Indeed
a major source for the Romance was the description of India by Onesicritus (FGrH 134 F 1-38).
I can just see Alexander leaping down from his horse and ordering his army to halt whenever his
eyes caught sight of a previously unknown fern or reptile.*

Paradoxography enjoyed a new flowering in the Roman imperial era. A notable example
was the Book of Marvels by Phlegon of Tralles, a freedman of the Emperor Hadrian (FGrH
257 F 36). Phlegon not only lists a hotchpotch of prodigies, ghost stories, and monstrous
births, but also describes a hippocentaur (the more accurate term for a centaur), which
was found in an unidentified city called Saune in Arabia. When it died, the creature was
embalmed and brought to Rome, where it was seen by Pliny the Elder (FGrH 257 F 36 fr.
34; Plin. HN 7.3.35).%

It is easy to dismiss paradoxography as a frivolous and disreputable genre that was
inconsistent with a serious scientific outlook. Certainly that was the attitude of its critics.
As Beagon points out, however, the paradoxographers lived at a time when the Greek and
Roman world was expanding rapidly.* They are therefore the product of “an expansionist
and outward-looking mentality”. Just as Alexander’s far-flung campaigns had stimulated the
imagination and prompted curiosity, so, too, did Rome’s far-flung empire give rise to a belief
in marvellous peoples.

The rationalism of Lucretius

For Lucretius, author of De Rerum Natura, ethnic deformity embodies, both literally and
metaphorically, a series of failed attempts on Nature’s part to produce a human species that
could grow to maturity, obtain nourishment, and successfully propagate (5.837—54). These
failures, which he classified as portenta, include peoples who were undifferentiated in their
reproductive organs (termed androguni); were footless, headless, mouthless, or faceless; or
had limbs attached to the sides of their bodies in such a way that they were unable to avoid
danger or to acquire the necessities of life.* Lucretius does not cite any evidence in support
of his claims. Rather his ‘observations’ are the result of a thought experiment that he has
conducted to explain human evolution. This, he proposes, is the consequence of several,
apparently unrelated, false starts on Nature’s part, since “we see that many conditions have
to align themselves so that living creatures [res in Latin] can through propagation fashion the
centuries to come” (5.849-50).

The Epicurean view of creation is remarkably similar to that of the pre-Socratic philosopher
Empedocles of Acragas (c. 490430 BCE), with this important proviso: whereas Empedocles
adhered to the doctrine of preformation, viz. the belief that all life is the product of tiny pre-
formed parts that fuse together, Lucretius was an atomist, committed to the notion that zoogonic
failures and successes were the result of either unsustainable or sustainable atomic combina-
tions, but essentially random and purposeless.*’ It follows that the human race is as much an
example of a portentum as are the many maladapted creatures that failed to reproduce them-
selves, being superior to these failures primarily in its reproductive ability. Lucretius, however,
denies the existence of hybrid monsters such as centaurs and their like on the grounds that the
biological development of the two species from which they are allegedly formed is so different
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(5.878-99). A horse reaches maturity at the age of three when a boy is hardly past nursing and
is in its decline when a youth is reaching the height of his powers.

The ‘credulity’ of Pliny the Elder

The work of the paradoxographers provided the basis for Pliny the Elder’s exhaustive
catalogue of monstrosities, both human and animal, which is included in Book 7 of his
Natural History. Pliny introduces each wonder with a phrase such as “As Isogonus of
Nicaea writes,” “As Crates of Pergamum says,” “As Agatharcides writes,” and so on. He
cites only a single authority for each wonder and rarely instances the same authority more
than once.*® Here as elsewhere in his encyclopedia it is impossible to detect “an over-
arching structural principle or a philosophical rationale”.*” The citations are apparently
intended to indicate that his research has been exhaustive, though it is unlikely that he
consulted the authors first-hand. Most probably, he relied on epitomes of wonder-writings
that were widely available in his day.

Pliny identifies each ethnic deformity, apparently indiscriminately, as either a genus or a
gens. He also includes reports of peoples who possess miraculous properties. They include
the Marsi, whose saliva is poisonous to snakes, and the Pharmaces, whose sweat is medicinal
(HN 7.15, 17).%° Mirabilia, including but not limited to fabulous races, are primarily located
in the remotest parts of the world. Scythia is particularly prominent as a location, though as
Beagon notes, Pliny’s Scythia is “a vaguer and wider entity [than Herodotus’] embracing the
whole of north Asia from the sea of Azov to China in the east, and India in the south.”' It is
noteworthy, too, that a few of the tribes live not at the ends of the earth but in the heart of Italy,
such as the Marsi.

Pliny has been much criticized for his apparent credulity. Very likely he faced a similar
charge in his day. He was certainly well aware of the disbelief to which reports of ethnic
deformity gave rise among the Roman reading public. In the preface to his account of the vari-
eties of ethnic deformation, he mounts two arguments in defence of their actuality (HN 7.6-8).
The first is that scepticism and incredulity, far from revealing intellectual sophistication, are
actually a species of naiveté. “Who believed in the Ethiopians before setting eyes on them?
What is not treated as miraculous when it first comes to our notice? How many things are
judged impossible before they actually happen?” he demands. His second argument is from
analogy. Given the extraordinary diversity that species of animals such as peacocks, tigers and
panthers manifest, why should we doubt that there are a comparable number of marvellous
human races in the world, particularly since among all the thousands of humans on the face of
the earth no two examples are identical? From a contemporary perspective, Pliny’s reasoning
would have seemed cogent, if not fully convincing.*

At the same time, it is important to note that Pliny does not actually endorse the reports of
the fabulous peoples whom he catalogues. Rather he sees it as his responsibility to provide
an exhaustive compendium of all the varieties of human beings that are attested. He urges his
readers to exhibit due deference to the Greeks, who are his principal authority, “because of
their excessive diligence and research” (AN 7.8). This statement is noteworthy in light of the
fact that elsewhere Pliny is highly critical of the Greeks, whose character flaws, in his view,
undermine their reliability (e.g. HN 3.152). He concludes his survey on mirabilia with an edi-
fying paean, in which he asserts that “Ingenious nature devised these and similar variants of
the human species as a source of diversion to itself and of wonder to ourselves” (HN 7.32)—a
“conclusion that concludes nothing.” As Murphy points out, since it draws no inferences and
forms no general principles.*
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The critics

We might suppose that reports of ethnic deformity would be rejected by a culture that evinced
robust scepticism. In his discursus on Sicily, however, the ultra-rationalist Thucydides writes:

The most ancient inhabitants of the place are said to be the Cyclopes and the Laistry-
gonians. I cannot say what kin-group (genos) they belonged to nor where they came
from or where they went. We have to satisfy ourselves with what the poets said and
with what anyone else knows (6.2.1).

Thucydides’ refusal to deny the existence of monstrous peoples is particularly revealing—
and vexatious to the modern critic—in light of the fact that he relished the role of myth-
buster. Perhaps he refrained from challenging Homer’s authority for his own purposes, since
elsewhere he treats the Iliad as a source of unimpeachable trustworthiness (e.g. 1.10); or
perhaps he expected his readers to accept the poet’s word as fact and was simply not inclined
to disabuse them of their naiveté. One scholar has provocatively suggested that Thucydides’
narrative at the beginning of book 6 “was not ever really designed to alleviate the condition of
ignorance that it asserts.”* If we accept that theory, what better way of obfuscating the under-
standing of his readers than by refusing to dispute the claim that Sicily’s original inhabitants
were one-eyed giants, which, we may assume from Thucydides’ comment, was common lore
in his day? Correct or not, however, the theory does not settle the question whether the historian
himself subscribed to the belief.>

In fact, no surviving work casts doubt on the veracity of reports of ethnic deformity until
the first century BCE. Their most virulent critic was the geographer Strabo (1.2.35), who casti-
gated those who wrote about India for having “deliberately woven mythic material into their
work, not because they are ignorant of the truth, but because they have intentionally devised
impossible facts for the sake of creating startling novelty (ferateia) and pleasure (terpsis).”
As Strabo explains later (2.1.9), this includes tall tales about the endtikoitoi (those who sleep
in their ears), the astomoi (mouthless people), the arrhines (noseless people), the mono-
phthalmoi (one-eyed people), the makroskeleis (long-legged people), and the opisthodaktuloi
(people with fingers turned backwards).

Strabo’s outrage did nothing to eradicate the Roman appetite for paradoxography. Aulus
Gellius (NA 9.4), writing more than a century later, described how he was strolling through
the market in Brundisium when he came across bundles of papyri written in Greek “filled
with incredible things, things you’ve never heard of. Yet they were written by ancient authors
with high reputations, such as Aristeas of Proconnesus, Isigonus of Nicaea, Ctesias, Onesic-
ritus, Philostephanus, and Hegesias.” Gellius goes on to say that he bought a great number of
these papyri for a small amount of money. After reading several of the “remarkable claims
largely ignored by our [i.e. Roman] writers.” he says he was “filled with disgust for such
inappropriate literature, which contributes nothing by way of adornment or usefulness”. His
attitude towards the material is, however, somewhat disingenuous. He says he is repeating
the claims so that “whoever reads them will not be exposed as completely ignorant and unlet-
tered when hearing about things of this sort.” In other words, he chooses to have his cake and
eat it. It is revealing, too, that he tacitly implies that the genre is exclusively Greek. Lastly,
Lucian in True History, with his accounts of Treetrunk women, Cloudcentaurs, and Corkfeet
people, satirizes paradoxography mercilessly, accusing its authors of “telling lies of all kinds
in a plausible and specious manner” (VH 1.2). The credulity of travellers’ tales remained a
live issue well into the eighteenth century, as evidenced by Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Tales
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(first published 1726), which has been aptly characterized as “a burlesque of the lack of truth-

fulness in travellers”.°

Conclusions

Neither the Greeks nor the Romans seem to have equated ethnic deformity with diminished
mental capacity. Though the Cyclops Polyphemus proves no match for wily Odysseus, it is
Odysseus’ overweening pride that proves his undoing, by inducing him to reveal his identity
to the Cyclops and thereby giving the monster the power to curse him. Even centaurs, which
are liable to get out of hand when drunk, were not viewed as universally savage, as indicated
by the special status accorded to Chiron, the tutor of Achilles, among others. Oddly, there
is never any suggestion that any physiological aberration, when shared by an entire people,
restricts their ability to function adequately or in any way handicaps them. The margins of
the world favoured not only peoples who exhibited anatomical aberration, but also those who
indulged in aberrant behaviour: cannibalism at one end of the spectrum and exemplary virtue
at the other. In other words, physiological and behavioural aberration often went hand in hand.

For the most part, all the writers we have reviewed provide only a brief description of the
peoples whom they identify as abnormal. They offer little explanation as to how the peoples
came into existence and rarely indicate how their abnormalities affected their lifestyles. We
may assume, but are not told, that deviation from the norm was viewed primarily as a conse-
quence of environmental determinants. Thus the fact that the skiapodes used their giant foot
or feet to shelter themselves from the sun may have been predicated on the fact that there was
no other means of sheltering from the intense heat in the region that they inhabited. In other
words, it is possible that a rudimentary sense of evolutionary adaptation to environmental
challenge inspired belief in their existence, though this does not account for, say, either the
dog-headed or the headless.

The motives of the paradoxographers wholly elude us. Rarely can we determine their
attitude towards the material which they cite. It is significant that none of them claimed to
have set eyes on any of the deformed peoples whom they describe. Even so, it would be
extremely unwise to dismiss the entire corpus as the work of charlatans and liars, as Strabo
and Aulus Gellius did. So far as we can ascribe any authorial intention to their work, it seems
that they sought to render the margins of the known world more exotic for both diversionary
and educational purposes, without believing there was any need to differentiate between the
two. Nor can we reject the possibility that some of them wrote tongue-in-cheek or that they
invariably expected their readers to accept all their claims at face value. Indeed it is possible
that in some cases their motive was ‘ethnographical satire,” which they employed to “satirize
the human race and undermine the validity of anthropocentrism”.%’

What percentage of the Greek and Roman population believed in the existence of centaurs,
Sirens, or the dog-headed? Where did fantasy end and reality begin? We cannot possibly
know. Pliny, arguably the most educated person of his day, was, as we have seen, credulous,
somewhat paradoxically as it seems to us, as a result of his cautious adherence to a high stand-
ard of scientific inquiry. But what of his contemporaries? We cannot actually be sure that a
more sceptical attitude towards ethnic deformity evolved over time. Rather, the opposite may
have been the case. In fact, it was at times of expansion that the Greek and Roman imagination
seems to have extended its concept of what was anatomically possible, as was the case, too,
until at least the eighteenth century.*®

Two main factors may have contributed towards this phenomenon. The first is the strength
and vitality of the scholarly tradition, which derived from the Greeks, who in the eyes of the
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Romans enjoyed very considerable prestige. The second was the variety of exotic creatures
that the Romans saw first-hand, which led men of intellectual refinement to conclude that the
human species was capable of an equally broad assortment of gentes and genera. In the same
way, reports of fantastic animals, such as parrots and hippopotami, which may well have been
discounted at first, proved true over time, very likely prompting the conclusion that sightings
of fabulous peoples would one day be vindicated as well. Occasionally, too, fabulous beings
went on display like the hippocentaur mentioned earlier.”

It is time to make a long overdue confession. When I first began this investigation, I
entitled it ‘Demonizing the Other’. It turns out, however, that the invention and application
of ethnic deformity owed little, if anything, to what is distinguishable as racism or ethnic
prejudice, and, moreover, that those peoples who exhibited abnormalities were thought of as
in no way inferior to the Greeks and the Romans.®® No less striking is the fact that the Greeks
and the Romans made no attempt to debase on physiological grounds those peoples who did
them most harm, such as the Persians in the case of the Greeks and the Carthaginians and
Gauls in the case of the Romans. ‘Demonization’ as a concept had little place in the Graeco-
Roman assessment of, or interaction with, the Other, whether the Other was actual or imag-
ined. The positioning of Pliny’s account of the gentes huius monstri at the beginning of his
investigation of man indicates that the ethnically deformed were incontestably human. This
was in marked contrast to the attitude of both the Greeks and the Romans towards individuals
(as opposed to peoples) manifesting physiological abnormalities, who were often treated
with considerable fear and loathing.®!

In conclusion, who is so bold as to assert that there are no gentes mirabiles figurae on one
of the exo-planets circling KOI-351?

Notes

1 Laesetal 2013.

2 See also Kennedy, this volume, for further discussion of the terminology of identity in Archaic and
classical Greek.

3 The word ‘ethnicity’ was coined in 1942 in acknowledgement of the fact that, whereas nationalism
is amodern concept, “we find primordialist group notions of ties of kinship, language, religion, race,
shared experience, and territory already in antiquity” (Malkin 1998, 55). Though far from ideal,
it is preferable to any other term in common usage. As Kennedy et al. (2013, xiii) note, however,
“The ancients would not understand the social construct we call ‘race’ any more than they would
understand the distinction modern scholars and social scientists generally draw between race and
‘ethnicity’.” For the demise of the term ‘race’ and its replacement by ‘ethnicity’ in both scholarly,
popular and political discourse, see Fenton 2003, 51-72.

4 Hesiod’s misogyny is well established and the allegory provides a specific justification for it. On this

topic, see further Arthur 1982, 63-82; 1983, 97-116.

Hall 1997, 33.

For the ethnogenesis of the Greeks, see further Hall 1997, 125-71.

Hall 2002, 111-12.

The term gentium mirabiles figurae is found at the beginning of Book 1 in the summary of the

contents of the 37 books of Pliny’s Natural History. Cannibalism takes many forms. Whereas the

Scythian anthropophagoi according to Herodotus seemingly need no pretext to eat human flesh,

the Massagetai, a people who inhabit the region around the River Oxus, do so in the belief that

being eaten “is considered most blessed for the dead” (1.216.3). Herodotus does not explain why

the Indian Padaioi feast on the flesh of their dead (3.99).

9 While Pliny’s use of the term gentes huius monstri might seem to approximate to ‘ethnic monstrosity’,
the Latin word monstrum basically means ‘that which is portentous’ and though ‘that which is porten-
tous’ often inspires dread, it does not inevitably do so. There is no reason to suppose that Pliny is using
the word in its technical, i.e. religious sense here.
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As Beagon 2005, 117 notes, the designation ‘Ethiopian’, though initially applied to a fabulous people,
by the time of Pliny had come to denote “an actual people south of Egypt.” For further discussion, see
Snowden 1991, 3—10 and 4659 (for their depiction in art); and Romm 1992, 49-60. For a selection
of ancient sources on the Ethiopians, see Kennedy et al. 2013, 179-201.

Chappuis-Sandoz 2008, 30-31; Garland 2010, 160-61.

Lenfant 1995, 319-20; Nichols 2011, 26.

See Beagon 2005, 167-8 for useful commentary on this passage, with examples, too, of individual
monstrosities in Pliny’s day and later.

In addition to the deformed peoples encountered by Odysseus in the Odyssey (see below), the lliad
alludes briefly to the war of the cranes and pygmies (3.5-6). Hesiod in a lost work called Periodos gés
alluded to the hemikunoi (half-dogs), makrokephaloi (big heads), and pygmies (fr. 153 in Merkelbach
and West = Strab. Geog. 7.3.6). The source for some of the ethnically deformed may well lie in
non-classical literary traditions, notably Buddhist (Nichols 2011, 156). See Murphy 2004, 90-91 for
an interesting response to my suggestion that one of the factors that may have stimulated belief in
deformed peoples was encounters with misshapen individuals and exotic animals.

Nichols 2011, 93.

I have argued elsewhere that Homer’s treatment of Polyphemus “serves as a subtle yet unambiguous
demonstration of the hero’s intellectual and moral shortcomings, and by extension those of the culture
he represents” (Garland 2010, 91-4).

The Arimaspians were the subject of a lost epic poem called the Arimaspeia by Aristeas of Proconnesus
that was probably written in the sixth century. See Romm 1992, 71-7 and Skinner 2012, 64-8.
Lenfant’s assertion (1999, 211) that “Herodotus insistently rejects what he considers as incredible
legends” is in my view substantially correct.

Hall 1989, 41.

E.g. Hall 1989; Huang 2010.

Isaac 2004, 257-303.

Gruen 2011, 20.

As Isaac 2004, 273 writes, “[Herodotus] does not disparage Persia at all, but sees the Greek victory as
one achieved in spite of the immense power of the enemy.” He further notes (p. 282) that the attitude
of Herodotus and other fifth-century authors towards the Persians is “oddly at variance with those
ascribed to them as a matter of course by many scholars over the past century.” So, too, Kennedy
2013, 67, who states definitively in the preface to her discussion of Aeschylus’ Persians, “I reject
the notion that the Athenians rejected Persia in reality or even ideologically.” For the receptivity of
Athenians to Persian culture in the fifth century see, importantly, Miller 2004.

See Cartledge 2002, 51-77 for the complexities of the Greek construction of the barbarian. It has
been suggested that the iconographic programme of the Parthenon, though it makes no direct refer-
ence to the Persian Wars, was in part intended to be read as a clash of civilizations, notably in the
battles with the Amazons and with the centaurs, perceived as inferior ‘others’ (Spivey 1997, 221-32).
Even if this is the case, however, | am unclear whether mythological allusiveness should be regarded
as indicative of a deeply held prejudice. See Root 1985 for arguments that the Athenians borrowed
elements of Persian iconography for the Parthenon frieze. There is little to suggest that the mutiny,
which Alexander faced in Opis in 324, partly as the result of the incorporation of 30,000 Persian
troops into his army, was to any appreciable degree fuelled by ethnic animosity on the part of the
Greeks (Gruen 2011, 73-5).

Gruen 2011, 132.

As Benabou 1975, 151 points out, “[L]e domaine des prodigies est chez Pline particuliérement
étendu puisqu’il commence aux Noirs!” See also the arguments of Snowden 1991 for the lack of
colour-specific prejudice in antiquity.

Dee 20034, 162.

Herodotus, who alludes to Scylax, makes no mention of the account of his travels (4.44). See further
Romm 1992, 84—6. On ancient exploration and explorer accounts more broadly, see Roller 2006.
For the accuracy of Photius’ epitome of Ctesias, see Bigwood 1989, 302—16.

Nichols 2011, 24.

Romm 1992, 86.

Romm 1992, 80 interestingly writes: “Far from confirming the supremacy of man over the ‘sub’-
human Ctesias seems instead to have used the Dog-heads to call that supremacy into question.” For
the kunokephaloi in subsequent literature, see Beagon 2005, 152-3.
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Lenfant 1999, 210 claims that Herodotean ethnography “makes physical and moral perfection con-
verge” as in the case of the Ethiopians, whereas in Ctesias “[m]oral qualities are . . . independent
of physical beauty”, but this is an over-simplification, as Herodotus’ description of the Argippaeoi
indicates.

Pygmies first appear in Greek art at the beginning of the sixth century. Two distinct types can be identi-
fied: (1) perfectly proportioned miniature human beings and (2) individuals afflicted with achondro-
plasia, viz. with enlarged heads and penises and stunted arms and legs. As Dasen 1994, 600 suggests, it
is not always possible to distinguish between the two types in artistic representations. Ctesias’ detailed
description of pygmies is unique in classical literature. For pygmies in art, sometimes with enlarged
penises, see Dasen 1993, 182—4; 1994, 594-601 and Garland 2010, 116—17. For discussion of the
situation of health at geographical and temporal margins, see Bosak-Schroeder, this volume.

Kosmin 2013, 99-104.

See Dueck, this volume.

Useful compilations of the genre include A. Westermann, Paradoxographoi: Scriptores Rerum
Mirabilium Graeci (Brunswick and London 1839), O. Keller, Rerum Naturalium Scriptores Graeci
Minores (Leipzig, 1877), and, most recently, A. Giannini, Paradoxographorum Graecorum Reliquiae
(Milan, 1965). Giannini’s anthology contains extracts from some 75 authors, the majority of uncer-
tain date. For surveys of the genre, see Beagon 1992, 8-11, Wenskus 2007, cols. 5069, and Garland
2010, 164-6.

Hansen 1996, 3.

See further Romm 1992, 88-9.

See Kennedy and Irby, this volume.

Nichols 2011, 28 claims that “curiosity about the unknown edges of the world, coupled perhaps with
an insatiable desire for conquest, are what drove Alexander to invade India.” Though this cannot be
proven, it raises the tantalizing possibility that Alexander’s curiosity may have been stimulated partly
by the desire to encounter fabulous peoples face-to-face.

Also discussed in Kominko, this volume.

It should be noted, however, that the earliest extant version of the Alexander Romance by Pseudo-
Callisthenes exists in a single manuscript dated to the third century cE and contains little of the fabu-
lous element. See Stoneman 1991 for detailed discussion of the text.

Hansen 1996, 170-71.

Beagon 2005, 19.

As in the case of Pliny’s use of monstra, there is nothing to indicate that Lucretius is applying the
term in a religious sense, though as Campbell 2003, 110 interestingly points out that the word por-
tenta “serves the useful function of tapping into popular superstition that monstrous births indicate
the will of the gods” and in so doing “aid[s] his argument that there was no divine involvement in
creation”.

In both systems, as Campbell 2003, 107 notes, “. . . life is formed randomly in a great burst of mutations
in the beginning of the world, and these mutations are then ‘selected’ by extinction, to produce viable
species well adapted to their environment.” As he further points out (2003, 5-6), albeit a non-creationist,
Lucretius was not strictu sensu an evolutionist, though he has been and still is the focus of attack by
creationists. It is not for nothing that only one manuscript of DRN survived until the Renaissance. For a
lively account of the history of Lucretius’ reception, see also Greenblatt 2011.

In alphabetical order, the authorities whom Pliny cites are as follows: Agatharcides, Apollonides,
Aristeas of Proconnesus, Aristotle, Artemidorus, Baeton, Calliphanes, Clitarchus, Crates of Pergamum,
Ctesias, Damon, Duris, Eudoxus, Herodotus, Homer, Isogonus of Nicaea, Megasthenes, Nymphodorus,
Onesicritus, Phylarchus and Tauron. For Pliny’s style, see Romm 1992, 105, who notes that the pace of
the list is so frenetic that “The reader scarcely has time to absorb any single item before being hurried
on to the next.”

Doody 2010, 20.

See Jones-Lewis, this volume.

Beagon 2005, 122.

Pliny continues with his plea to his readers to take seriously the reports of fabulous peoples by citing
the Cyclopes and Laistrygonians, whom he evidently expects his readers to believe are incontestably
‘real’ people inhabiting ‘the centre of the world’ (in medio orbe terrarum), viz. Sicily and southern Italy
(NH 7.9). The author of Periplus Maris Erythraei, who was Pliny’s contemporary, alluded to an Indian
people known as “the Hippioprosopoi (or Horse-faces), who are reputed to be cannibals” (ch. 62). See
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Casson 1989, 234. The examples of ethnic deformity mentioned by Pliny helped formulate the medieval
world’s ideas about India and the East and were cited well into the sixteenth century, so much so that
they became dubbed the ‘Plinian Races’. See Wittkower 1942, 159-97, Murphy 2004, 87-95, and Doody
2010, 31-8. Evidence lies in the fact that Francis Bacon (1561-1626) roundly criticized the Natural
History for being “fraught with much fabulous matter . . . to the great derogation of the credit of natural
philosophy” (quoted in Doody 2010, 35).

53 Murphy 2004, 90. For Pliny’s concept of individual and ethnic deformity, see also Gevaert and
Laes (2013, 211-30). For his interest in naturally occurring and manmade mirabilia throughout the
Natural History, see Healy (1999, 63-70).

54 Smith 2004, 38.

55 Thucydides’ use of the word genos to describe the Cyclopes is intriguing. It is perhaps a reflection of
the belief that they were believed to be descended from Poseidon, though its usage here would also
seem to suggest that they were seen as a sub-set within an ethnos. See Smith 2004, 367 for further
discussion of Thucydides’ allusion to the Cyclopes and Laistrygonians.

56 Adams 1962, 229.

57 Romm 1992, 71 and 80.

58 See Gevaert and Laes 2013, 220-21, who instance the thirteenth—fourteenth-century explorer Marco
Polo, a sixteenth-century Swiss doctor called Conrad Gesner, the sixteenth-century French surgeon
Ambroise Paré, and the eighteenth-century missionary Joseph Lafitau, all of whom claimed to have
seen ‘monsters’. Cf. also Shakespeare, The Tempest Act 3 Scene 3: “When we were boys,/Who would
believe . . . that there were such men/ Whose heads stood in their breasts? Which now we find/ Each
putter-out of five for one will bring us/ Good warrant of.” See also Kominko, this volume.

59 We also hear of a live satyr that was captured in Dyrrhacium in 83 BCE and later brought before Sulla.
Those who interrogated it could get no intelligible answer from it and Sulla, horrified, ordered the
creature to be removed from his sight (Plut. Su/l. 27.2). See Hansen 1996, 1714 for examples of the
display of miraculous creatures in Rome and elsewhere. They include several Tritons and Nereids. As
he notes (p. 171), it is impossible to determine “which of these exhibits were instances of erroneous
identification and which were deliberate frauds”.

60 This is clearly a highly sensitive topic, and I do not mean to suggest that the Greek and the Romans
were without their prejudices. Far from it. I am merely suggesting that their relations with hostile
peoples seems not have been informed by any overarching theory of racial typology. See further
Banton (1977, 156-72) for discussion of the problematic usage of the word ‘racism’ in historical,
sociological and political discourse.

61 See Lenfant 1999, 198-206, Cuny-Le Callet 2005, and Garland 2010 for the treatment of persons
exhibiting congenital deformities in the Graecco-Roman world. Further discussion of the subject of
this essay can be found in my chapter entitled ‘Racial Deformity’ (pp. 159-77), though I now refute
my conclusion (p. 176) that “Paradoxography . . . served to reinforce the concept of racial superiority
that was so essential to classical culture.”

Bibliography

Adams, Percy G. 1962. Travelers and Travel Liars, 1660—1800. New York. Reprinted 1980.

Arthur, Marilyn B. 1982. “Cultural Strategies in Hesiod’s Theogony: Law, Family, and Society.”
Arethusa 15: 63-82.

——. 1983. “The Dream of a World without Women: Poetics and Circles of Order in the Theogony
Proemium.” Arethusa 16: 97-116.

Atherton, Catherine. 2000. Monsters and Monstrosity in Greek and Roman Culture. Bari: Levante.

Bailey, Cyril. 1947. Titi Lucreti Cari De Rerum Natura Libri Sex. Vol. 11I. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Banton, Michael. 1977. The Idea of Race. Boulder, CO: Westview Press.

Beagon, Mary. 1992. Roman Nature: The Thought of Pliny the Elder. Oxford Classical Monographs.
Oxford: Clarendon Press.

——.2005. The Elder Pliny on the Human Animal: Natural History Book 7. Translation with historical
commentary. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Benabou, M. 1975. “Monstres et Hybrides chez Lucréce et Pline 1’Ancien.” In Hommes et Bétes:
Entretiens sur le Racisme, edited by L. Poliakov, 143-52. Paris: Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences
Sociales and Mouton & Co.

59



Robert Garland

Bigwood, Joan. 1978. “Ctesias as Historian of the Persian Wars.” Phoenix 32: 19—41.

——. 1989. “Ctesias’ Indica and Photius.” Phoenix 43: 302—-16.

Bindman, D. and H.L. Gates, Jr. 2010. The Image of the Black in Western Art. Cambridge, MA: Belknap
Press.

Bosworth, A.B. 1996. “The Historical Setting of Megasthenes’ Indica”. Classical Philology 91:
113-27.

Campbell, Gordon 2003. Lucretius on Creation and Evolution: A Commentary on De Rerum Natura
5.772—1104. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Cartledge, Paul. 2002. The Greeks: A Portrait of Self and Others. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Casson, Lionel. 1989. The Periplus Maris Erythraei: Text with Introduction, Translation, and
Commentary. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Chappuis-Sandoz, L. 2008. “La Survie des Monstres: Ethnographie Phantastique et Handicap a Rome.”
Latomus 67: 21-36.

Cuny-Le Callet, Blandine. 2005. Rome et Ses Monstres. Naissance d’un Concept Philosophique et
Rhétorique. Grenoble: Jérome Millon.

Dasen, Véronique. 1993. Dwarfs in Ancient Egypt and Greece. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

——. 1994, “Pygmaioi”. Lexicon Iconographicum Mythologiae Classicae, 7: 594—601. Zurich and
Munich: Artemis Verlag.

Dee, John H. 2003/04. “Black Odysseus, White Caesar: When Did ‘White People’ Become ‘White’?”
Classical Journal 99: 157-67.

Doody, Aude. 2010. Pliny’s Encyclopedia: The Reception of the Natural History. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Fenton, Steve. 2003. Ethnicity. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Garland, Robert S.J. 2010. The Eye of the Beholder: Deformity and Disability in the Graeco-Roman
World. 2nd edn. London: Bristol Classical Press.

Gevaert, Bert and Christian Laes. 2013. “What’s in a Monster? Pliny the Elder, Teratology, and
Bodily Disability.” In Disabilities in Roman Antiquity: Disparate Bodies a Capite ad Calcem,
edited by C. Laes, C.F. Goodey and M. Lynn Rose, 211-30. Leiden: E.J. Brill.

Giannini, Alexander. 1966. Paradoxographorum Graecorum Reliquiae. Milan: Istituto Editoriale
Italiano.

Greenblatt, Stephen. 2011. The Swerve: How the World Became Modern. New York and London:
W.W. Norton.

Gruen, Erich. 2011. Rethinking the Other in Antiquity. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Hall, E. 1989. Inventing the Barbarian: Greek Self-Definition through Tragedy. Oxford: Clarendon
Press.

Hall, Jonathan M. 1997. Ethnic Identity in Greek Antiquity. Cambridge: Cambridge UniversityPress.

2002. Hellenicity: Between Ethnicity and Culture. Chicago, IL and London: University of Chicago
Press.

Hansen, William. 1996. Phlegon of Tralles’ Book of Marvels, Translated with an Introduction and
Commentary. Exeter: University of Exeter Press.

Healy, John F. 1999. Pliny the Elder on Science and Technology. Oxford: Oxford UniversityPress.

Huang, Yang. 2010. “Invention of Barbarian and Emergence of Orientalism: Classical Greece.” Journal
of Chinese Philosophy 37: 556—66.

Isaac, B. 2004. The Invention of Racism in Classical Antiquity. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Karttunen, Klaus. 1997. India in the Hellenistic World. Helsinki: Studia Orientalia 83.

Kennedy, Rebecca Futo. 2013. ‘A Tale of Two Kings: Competing Aspects of Power in Aeschylus’
Persians’. Ramus 42: 64-88.

Kennedy, Rebecca Futo, C. Sydnor Roy and Max L. Goldman. 2013. Race and Ethnicity in the Classical
World: An Anthology of Primary Sources in Translation. Indianapolis, IN and Cambridge: Hackett
Publishing.

Kosmin, Paul. 2013. “Apologetic Ethnography: Megasthenes’ Indica and the Seleucid Elephant.” In
Ancient Ethnography.: New Approaches, edited by Eran Almagor and Joseph Skinner, 97—115. London:
Bloomsbury.

Laes, Christian, C.F. Goodey and Martha L. Rose. 2013. Disabilities in Roman Antiquity: Disparate
Bodies, a Aapite ad Calcem. Leiden: E.J. Brill.

Lenfant, Dominique. 1995. “L’Inde de Ctésias: Des Sources aux Représentations.” Topoi 5: 309-36.

60



Invention and application of racial deformity

——. 1999. “Monsters in Greek Ethnography and Society in the Fifth and Fourth Centuries BCE.” In
From Myth to Reason? Studies in the Development of Greek Thought, edited by R. Buxton, 197-214.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Malkin, Irad. 1998. The Returns of Odysseus: Colonization and Ethnicity. Berkeley: University of
California Press.

Martin, Ernest. 2002. Histoire des Monstres Depuis |’Antiquité Jusqu’ a Nos Jours. Paris: C.Reinwald.

Miller, Margaret C. 2004. Athens and Persia in the Fifth Century: A Study in Cultural Receptivity.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Murphy, Trevor M. 2004. Pliny the Elder’s Natural History: The Empire in the Encyclopedia. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

Nichols, Andrew. 2011. Ctesias on India and Fragments of his Minor Works. Introduction, translation,
and commentary. London: Bristol Classical Press.

Roller, Duane W. 2006. Through the Pillars of Herakles: Greco-Roman Exploration of the Atlantic. New
York and London: Routledge.

Romm, J.S. 1992. The Edges of the Earth in Ancient Thought: Geography, Exploration, and Fiction.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Root, Margaret C. 1985. “The Parthenon Frieze and the Apadana Reliefs at Persepolis: Reassessing a
Programmatic Relationship.” American Journal of Archaeology 89: 103-20.

Skinner, Joseph. 2012. The Invention of Greek Ethnography. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Smith, David. G. 2004. “Thucydides’ Ignorant Athenians and the Drama of the Sicilian Expedition.”
Syllecta Classica 15: 33-70.

Snowden, Frank M. 1991. Before Color Prejudice: The Ancient View of the Blacks. Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press.

Spivey, Nigel. 1997. Greek Art. London: Phaedon.

Stoneman, Richard. 1991. The Greek Alexander Romance. London: Penguin Books.

——.2012. The Legends of Alexander the Great. London: 1.B. Tauris.

Wenskus, Otta. 2007. “Paradoxographoi.” In Brill’s Encyclopaedia of the Ancient World: New Pauly,
edited by H. Cancik and H. Schneider, Vol. 10: 506-9. Leiden and Boston, MA: E.J. Brill.

Wittkower, R. 1942. “Marvels of the East.” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institute 5: 159-97.

61



4
ETHNIC BODIES

Physiognomy, identity and the environment

Max L. Goldman

Why, Zeus, when you have provided humanity with clear proof of faked gold, does
the body have no natural mark that could reveal men’s wickedness?—Euripides,
Medea 516-19

You can’'t trust appearance.—Juvenal 2.8

Introduction

The critical god Momus found fault with Hephaestus because the artisan god failed to insert
a window in people’s chest, a window through which one could see intentions and thoughts,
honesty and falsity (Luc. Hermot. 20). Momus’ criticism reflects a peculiarity in the human
condition: we frequently find we have no choice but to interact with other people, people who
may deceive us, who may have hidden agendas, who may be harboring some terrible secret.
Physiognomy, the theory and practice of interpreting inner states and dispositions from the
body, promises to open Momus’ window, to render the body legible. The legible body appears
as early as Homer’s description of Thersites and continues in contemporary scientific journals,
a continuity of interests matched by the diversity of practices and ideas.' The ancient technical
handbooks of Pseudo-Aristotle, Polemon and his epigones, however, reveal a consistent focus
and procedure: they concentrate on an individual’s stable character, frequently through analo-
gies with animals and foreign peoples.” For these authors, the validity of such comparisons
does not originate in empirical induction, in a scientific process of generalized truths derived
from observation. Instead, the validity stems from the assumption that the body and soul
are connected: “physiognomy is possible provided one grants that the body and soul change
together in respect to their natural affections” (Arist. An. pr. 70b7-9). This passage in Aristotle
concerns the logical basis for physiognomy and reveals the basic authorizing principle for the
handbooks of physiognomy: the mutual relationship of body and soul.?

The mutual relationship of body and soul authorizes the practice of physiognomy in the
handbooks and it inspires the use of ethnographic comparisons. These ethnographic compari-
sons appear to imply, as Benjamin [saac suggests, that “environment determines both external
appearance and character. This assumption underlies the theory and practice of physiognomics”
(2004, 149). No studies, however, have examined in detail the role of environmental
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determinist ideas or even explored how the handbooks employ ethnicity. What is the extent to
which environment and environmental theory underlie the use of ethnicity in the handbooks
of physiognomy from antiquity? This simple question turns out to require a nuanced answer
because these handbooks maintain a complex relationship to environmental theory. In order
to understand this complexity, it will be necessary to locate the interests of the handbooks’
authors within the broader field of physiognomy and to show how they organize their material
into applied and methodological sections. From this basis, I will argue that the handbooks’
authors followed in the applied sections an essentially static physiognomic tradition, a tradi-
tion that relied on basic stereotypes without any explicit environmental basis. Each of the
authors, however, engaged in their own way with environmental theory in their methodological
and general discussions.*

The relationships between the handbooks are difficult to disentangle.” The physiognomy
attributed to Aristotle is the earliest, consisting of two handbooks composed by different peri-
patetic authors in the third century BCE.® Polemon, the famous rhetor of the second century
BCE, composed another major handbook, now lost, which the Arabic Leiden Polemon, Ada-
mantius, and the Anonymous Latinus all translate, adapt and paraphrase.” These three adap-
tations of Polemon contain differences, which may be due to their author’s own ideas or to
influence from Ps.-Aristotle and the doctor Loxus.® My general arguments do not require exact
attribution of any individual claim or statement. It is important to recognize one feature that
they all share: they all contain ‘practical’ explication of signs, for example, “a very small head
indicates lack of understanding and knowledge” (Leiden Polemon B30). In these practical sec-
tions, individual somatic signs are associated with specific character traits without adducing
explicit reasons for the connection. Why do small heads contain small minds? The author feels
no need to explain. The handbooks all contain, in addition, methodological or general state-
ments, for example, “permanent somatic signs indicate permanent psychic character” ([ Phgn.]
806a7). There are, of course, numerous differences in detail among the handbooks in both
the practical sections and in the methodological or general discussions. The Leiden Polemon,
for example, contains an extensive practical analysis of the signs of the eyes, dwarfing what
we find in Ps.-Aristotle. The methodological sections show even more variety between the
handbooks. Within all this complex variation, however, an important pattern emerges: ethnic
analogies in the practical sections are limited to skin color and hair. More interesting still,
this practical use of ethnic analogies frequently conflicts with the more complex and various
discussions of ethnicity elsewhere in the handbooks. The consistency of the practical analysis
across the handbooks implies a coherent physiognomic tradition for ethnic comparison, based
primarily on broadly assumed ethnic stereotypes and limited to somatic signs of skin color and
hair. The writers’ individual ideas about ethnicity and environment appear in their discussions
of principles, which they frequently failed to integrate into their practical discussions. Before
supporting these claims with examples from all the handbooks, it will be useful to provide a
sense of the procedure and interests of the ancient handbooks of physiognomy.

The nature and scope of the ancient physiognomic handbooks

Physiognomy promises to establish mental dispositions from somatic signs. Loosely defined,
the discipline’s scope extends to encompass such a wide variety of bodily signs and aspects
of mind that it quickly becomes unmanageable. In addition, the definition ignores ‘predictive’
or divinatory physiognomy.” Palm reading would fall into this category, and in Suetonius
we find a forehead diviner, a metoposcopus, who predicted that Brittanicus would never be
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emperor but Titus would be (7itus 2). Our handbooks provide only one clear example of this
predictive practice: in the anecdote about the woman in Pamphilia, Polemon discovered signs
of misfortune in the woman’s body, particularly her nose, eyes and the movements of her
head and feet. This misfortune turned out to be the accidental death of her daughter (Leiden
B53). Even excluding the divinatory branch of physiognomy, which is otherwise absent from
the handbooks,'® the material requires some order to show where the ancient handbooks fit
into the broader field, to illustrate their interests and ideas, and to reveal the areas where
ethnographic and environmental elements find or, surprisingly, do not find a place. The typology
suggested here is designed to be illustrative and useful rather than exhaustive and universally
valid for all attempts to interpret the mind from the body. I divide the physiognomic field into
four semantic signs and four mental qualities.

Types of mental qualities

The inner mental states may be divided into transitory emotions and stable dispositions.
Ps.-Aristotle recognizes that the face often expresses transitory emotions, which he finds
problematic for physiognomic practice (805a28ff, 806a5ff). His criticisms are three
(805b1ff). First, men of different dispositions show the same facial expressions of transi-
tory emotion. In other words, a shameless man and a courageous man show the same facial
signs for anger. Second, a man of one disposition may show a contrary temporary emotion,
for example, when a depressive experiences a moment of happiness. Finally, there are only
a limited number of inferences that can be drawn from facial expressions. These criticisms
are revealing. He does not reject the validity of the procedure of discovering temporary
emotions from facial expressions, but argues instead that these signs are not good indica-
tors for stable dispositions, revealing his assumption that stable disposition is the object
of his science.!" Similar to the other handbooks of technical physiognomy, Ps.-Aristotle
attempts to discern stable dispositions, primarily negative ethical qualities such as cowardice,
intemperance and lustfulness. The overwhelming focus on negative dispositions was
recognized by Anon. Latinus, who chalked it up to the commonplace truth that humanity
has more evil than good; he also recognized that the limited number of bad character traits
are represented by a bewildering number of signs (44). Every reader will likewise be struck
by the dull repetitiveness of negative character traits, which even a committed misanthrope
would find excessive.

Another major distinction exists between innate and acquired characteristics. In fact, the
handbooks of physiognomy generally neglect acquired characteristics or outright deny them
somatic representation.'? Ps.-Aristotle states plainly that acquired knowledge or opinions, as
opposed to innate intellectual abilities, leave no signs on the body: physiognomy cannot reveal
a doctor or a musician (806al4). One might imagine, however, that Sherlock Holmes could
discover the guitar player by calluses on her fingers. It is not only imaginary detectives who
disagree with Ps.-Aristotle here: Demosthenes suggests that spectators will scan the jurors’
faces and be able to tell how they voted (Dem. 25.98).

The handbooks’ indifference to acquired characteristics has important consequences,
because acquired character is relevant to the role of ethnicity and environment. The focus
on innate character diminishes the role of the environment in shaping the body and thus its
role in causing mental characteristics. The handbooks, however, while generally indifferent
to acquired characteristics, are not consistent on this point. Ps.-Aristotle, although he denies
that acquired knowledge or opinion leave a somatic trace, imagines a sympathetic relation-
ship between body and soul that is mutually causal when he describes how drunkenness and
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illness, which are frequently acquired rather than innate, affect the soul (805al). The distinc-
tion between innate and acquired character, though not frequently discussed in the handbooks,
nonetheless remains important and will reappear.

Four types of somatic signs

Some somatic signs consist of static features, such as the color of the eye or shape of the
nose; others signify dynamically through movement and change, such as gestures or gait."
Ps.-Aristotle makes a similar distinction between ‘transitory’ and ‘permanent’ signs, link-
ing the permanent sign with permanent mental disposition (806a5). Despite his distrust of
transitory signs, he nonetheless includes dynamic signs in his discussions. One sign of the
shameless man, for example, is “rapidity in movements” (en kinésesin oxus 807b31). In
fact, all the extant handbooks treat dynamic signs as important material and use them to sig-
nify permanent as well as temporary mental dispositions. The second author in Ps.-Aristotle
includes discussion of dynamic signs (813a23ff). The handbooks descending from Polemon
include sections specifically on dynamic signs (Leiden Polemon B38-40, Adamantius B3840,
Anon. Lat. 74-6).'

It is also useful to distinguish controllable from involuntary signs. This distinction may
be imagined as a continuum between absolutely controllable signs and the completely invol-
untary. Most dynamic signs are controllable, since a person could in principle refrain from
making particular signifying gestures or change his gait or restrain the outward expression of
a smile. Most static signs cannot be controlled because few people have the ability, without
surgical intervention, to control the size and shape of their ears. Certain dynamic signs, how-
ever, cannot be controlled, such as the involuntary dilation of the pupil. Polemon’s extended
treatment of the eyes contains discussions of eye movements that we would classify as invol-
untary. In addition, contemporary physiognomy also attends to involuntary eye movement.'®
Eckhard H. Hess published an article in Scientific American in 1965 that demonstrated how
pupil dilation signifies the intensity of mental activity, including various transitory emotions
and attitudes. It is harder to imagine controllable static features, but body hair might provide
an example. Although I am unable to compel the hair on my back to stop growing through an
act of will (alas!), I can pluck it. The ancient handbooks of physiognomy prefer signs derived
primarily from involuntary static somatic features and, to a lesser extent, controllable move-
ments. The other two types of signs, however, occasionally occur and help to understand some
of the assumptions and ideas that underlie the various practices and assumptions of physiog-
nomy (Table 4.1).

The ancient handbooks do not explicitly divide the signs between controllable and invol-
untary. They do, however, understand the distinction because they discuss dissimulation.
Adamantius even counsels his reader not to warn the subject before reading the body because
the subject will change himself and disturb the signs (A4). The close connection between
controllable and dynamic signs appears from the fact that the authors, such as Adamantius
(B41), worry about dissimulation primarily in connection with signs derived from move-
ment. Although such signs are generally controllable in principle, it is typically assumed

Table 4.1 Controllable vs. involuntary somatic signs

Signs Controllable Involuntary
Dynamic/transitory Gestures Pupil dilation
Static/permanent Body hair Ear shape
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that the body produces ‘natural’ signs that dissimulators seek to repress. It is imagined that
the meaningful, natural signs will often appear, as if they were ‘slips of the body,” a sort of
somatic parapraxis. Adamantius states the idea clearly in his section on the signs of movement
(B 38). He advises taking note of “natural and unpremeditated” (autophues kai apronoeéton)
movements and he points out how the naturally androgynous man, although imitating a mas-
culine man, will revert to his ‘nature’ when distressed or frightened.'® Thus although some
signs are in principle controllable, the handbooks assume that there exist ‘natural’ signifying
movements outside conscious control, spontaneous and involuntary.

The ancient handbooks focus on static, involuntary physical features to signify innate
and stable dispositions. This focus, along with the animal analogies, renders the handbooks
quaint, if not bizarre, to a modern reader, who would likely not bat a signifying eye at a physi-
ognomy that was primarily concerned with dynamic signs representing temporary emotions.
People are generally very sophisticated in reading temporary emotional states from the face
or body movement. Persistent inability to interpret such signs is one diagnostic for autism.!”
Handbooks are still published that promise to help improve the reader’s ability to interpret
body language, and scientific studies continue to investigate how temporary mental states and
activities (e.g., lying or flirting) reveal themselves in the body. Computer scientists likewise
are trying to construct programs that will analyze and respond appropriately to transitory
emotions appearing on people’s faces.'®

Unlike these contemporary physiognomies, the ancient handbooks assume that the body does
not acquire useful signs through activity or culture.!” They are also generally indifferent to tem-
porary emotions. This system treats ethnic character as a stable disposition, which is innate and
not derived from cultural systems. Do the authors ascribe the innate qualities of ethnic groups to
environmental causes? The answer turns out to be complex because, as the next section shows,
the practical sections follow a static physiognomic tradition that relies on unsupported ethnic
stereotypes. This traditional physiognomy frequently conflicts with the more complex and
various discussions of the role of the environment elsewhere in the handbooks.

Ethnicity and environment in the handbooks

All the handbooks include ethnic comparison as one of the three major methods of physio-
gnomy. Ps.-Aristotle places it second, between comparison to animals and the temporary
emotions visible on the face. The first two methods, analogies to animals and ethnic cate-
gories, function in the same way. The ethnic method reasons from “the human race itself
according to its ethnic divisions, to the extent these diverge in appearance and character,
for example Egyptians, Thracians, and Scythians.”? A similar tripartite division appears in
Anon. Latinus, although he treats ethnic comparison as the ur-method for physiognomy (9):

After establishing the characters of peoples and provinces (gentium vel provinciarum
propositis moribus), they established similarities between individuals in order to say:
this man is like an Egyptian and Egyptians are clever, teachable, fickle, rash and lustful;
this man is like a Celt, that is, a German, and Celts cannot be trained, are brave and
wild; this man is like a Thracian and Thracians are unjust, lazy, and drunks.

Because the authors include at this initial point no explanation why these stereotypes are valid
or how they were derived, we may doubt any environment thinking underlies the compari-
sons. If the lion is brave, the Thracian is a drunkard. We are missing clear logical connections
between environment and ethnicity such as we find, for example, in Posidonius:
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.. . the environment causes no small difference in human characters concerning cow-
ardice or boldness, love of ease or labor and this is the case because the emotional
movements of the soul always follow the state of the body, which diverges to no
small degree from the mixtures of temperature.?!

In contrast to Posidonius, who explains the basis for his reasoning about human difference,
the handbooks initially deploy ethnicity as if the differences were, like the wealthy single
man’s need for a wife, a truth universally acknowledged. The use of stereotypes in the early
explanations of method suggests that the authors did not rely on environmental theories, which
might have bolstered their claims, but followed well-established stereotypes, though these
stereotypes themselves may have rested upon environmental theories.?? This conclusion finds
support in the way ethnicity functions in the practical explication of ethnic analogies. These
are all limited to skin color and hair on the head, two signs that are involuntary and permanent,
even when this limitation conflicts with other claims in the handbook. The authors, however
much they relied on stereotypes for practical material, reveal their own interests in the causal
role of the environment.

Ps.-Aristotle (320-280 BCE)®

There are only a handful of ethnic comparisons in the handbooks attributed to Aristotle. The
first treatise contains only one ethnic comparison, even though the author listed it as the second
method after animal comparison (806b6£f). His comparison occurs in the discussion of coarse
(or hard) and soft hair (sklérotriches and malakon trichoma), permanent involuntary signs.
The primary analogy links hair texture to the animal kingdom, but he includes a supporting
comparandum to peoples of the north and the south. The author relies on a broad division
between northern dwellers (oikountes), who are “manly” (andreioi), and southern dwellers
who are “cowardly” (deiloi). Because he does not discuss why the geographic types have the
associated appearance and character, it is hard to tell if the author relies on basic common
stereotypes, or if there is an underlying environmental assumption. One might argue that the
use of the location expression (i.e., “northern dwellers”) rather than simple ethnics supports
an environmental basis. However, the animal comparisons that support the same inferences
about hair texture have no geographic specificity and the fact that ‘cowardly’ deer are found
in the ‘manly’ north suggests that if any environmental ideas underlying the sign system,
they are limited to people. At the same time, the descriptive terms, the hard and soft, which
are mapped onto manly and cowardly dispositions, suggest that gender stereotypes may also
underlie the inferences.

The second half of the treatise takes no methodological notice of ethnic comparisons. It
does, however, claim that “excessive blackness” (hoi agan melanes) indicates cowardice
through analogy to Egyptians and Ethiopians; he also infers cowardice from excessive white-
ness on analogy to women (812al1). The author uses this ethnic material exactly like gender
and animal comparison. The ethnic categories are apparently little more than static stereo-
types, lacking any explanation for the connection between the skin color and cowardice. He
may also abstract even further from the ethnic stereotype of black skin to the color itself when
he infers that excessively black eyes also signify cowardice (812b1). The only other refer-
ence to ethnic stereotypes occurs with the hair, where “very wooly” (sphodra oulas) signifies
cowardice through analogy to Ethiopians (812b30). The ethnic material in Ps.-Aristotle is
thus limited to static, uncontrollable signs of skin color and the hair of the head, and shows no
interest in linking ethnic stereotypes to environmental factors. The minimal use made of ethnic
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material belies its important place in the methodology, a fact that further shows a disconnec-
tion between principle and practice in these handbooks.

Polemon (c. 110-144 cg)*

The later handbooks all reflect the lost work of Polemon to a large, but impossible to determine,
degree. Their methodological sections contain more extensive discussions of peoples based on
cardinal geography, make use of some explicit environmental ideas, and also describe the pure
Greek type (not found in Anon. Latinus). At the same time, these methodological remarks are
largely divorced from the practical physiognomic analysis. Like Ps.-Aristotle, they associate
ethnic types in the practical sections only with the static, involuntary signs of skin colour and
hair on the head. For example, although the Leiden Polemon describes the body of the north-
erner as having “thick ankles, chubby bodies, good fatness, soft flesh and large bellies” (B31),
he does not refer to northern peoples in sections discussing the shape of bodies; the section
on the ankle (B7) contains no ethnographic references.”> When the Leiden Polemon discusses
the geographic types of peoples, he follows a similar procedure to his discussion of animals
(B2): he provides a basic description of their physical features and mental dispositions with-
out causal explanation. The Leiden Polemon also expands the description of the southern and
northern types found in Ps.-Aristotle and includes eastern and western (B31).

Despite the greater interest in ethnographic material, the discussions in the Leiden Polemon
show strange inconsistencies. The peoples inhabiting the south are “black, curly-haired, with
thin heels, dusky eyes, black hair, and little flesh. They are tolerant in their actions and have
cleverness, memory, lightness, opulence, much thought, lying, desire, and stealing” (B31).
When the author turns from general principles to practical application, his analysis changes:
“The color black is an indication of cowardice, long-lasting ambition, and dejection. Such are
the people of the south, the Ethiopians and the Zanji, the people of Egypt, and what is near
them” (B33). The description of the southern peoples just preceding this analysis does not
associate them with ambition and dejection or cowardice, but describes them as “tolerant in
action” with “cleverness, memory, lightness, much thought, lying, desire and stealing.” There
is a remarkably consistent physiognomic tradition connecting the cowardly southerner stereo-
type with black skin color. This consistency in the practical advice of the handbooks comes
at the expense of internal consistency of Polemon’s work. The Leiden Polemon advances
the unsystematic and disconnected relationship between the theoretical discussions and the
practical uses made of ethnic material found in all the handbooks.

The Leiden Polemon confines his practical discussion of signs primarily to skin color and
hair. In respect to hair, he repeats the connection of curly hair to cowardice, and adds the
confusing statement that this type of hair is found in “nations and lands” (B37). It is not clear
how this statement fits, or if he means that the feature is widely dispersed or found primarily
in southern lands, which he earlier associated with curly hair, although not with cowardice or
desire. Black hair is also associated with cunning and deception, while “fine red hair that turns
toward whiteness” is associated with “Slavs and Turks” and signifies “lack of understanding
and knowledge and an evil way of life” (B37). However the Slavs and Turks entered into the
text (Adamantius associates excessively yellow and pale white hair with Scythians and Celts
as a sign of ignorance, clumsiness, and wildness, B37), there is a significant disconnection
between the discussion of the types and the signs.?

In his general discussion of ethnic types, the Leiden Polemon comments on ethnic dif-
ference in geographical terms. He mentions that very few peoples of Egypt are intelligent
or knowledgeable, while intelligence can be widely found among the peoples of Macedonia
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(B31). It is not clear from this statement what Polemon’s opinion would be of Macedonians
who were born and lived in Egypt. He claims that the peoples of the north and south are oppo-
sites and that the middle is the best (B31), although again it is not clear if this is environmental
or based on looser modes of binary thinking. The clearest environmental ideas come from his
interesting discussion of the peoples of the coast and hinterland (B31). The coastal people are
similar to the southern peoples; the hinterland, to the northern. Most telling is his description
of the people from India:

... the people of the land of India are not very different from the people of the south
because of their closeness to the sea and because of the similarity of the produce of
their land to that of the people of the north. For this reason their bodies and faces are
beautiful, and their figure is evenly proportioned (B31).

The environmental ideas in the Leiden Polemon function within a traditional mode of think-
ing, favoring the middle between extreme environments. The ideal Greek type, like the
Indian, results from its participation in the middle (B32). The Indian achieves it through a
“northern” diet, although living in a “southern” environment. And yet, these more complex
environmental ideas do not find expression within the practical discussion of signs, where no
Indian is mentioned.

Adamantius (300-350 CE?)”

Adamantius contains similar ethnographic and environmental discussions of peoples who
are located on the cardinal points, although there are significant differences in the role
played by the environment. At the same time, Adamantius shows a similar disconnection
in his principles and in his practical explication of somatic signs. Although his practical
explication of the signs from skin color contains no ethnographic comparisons, he refers
back to his earlier methodological discussion: “It is clear from the previous discussion that
black skin reveals cowardice and inventiveness (deilian kai polyméchanian) while white
and pallid (hypoxanthos) tells of courage and spirit (alkén kai thumon)” (B33). Cowardice
is traditionally associated in these sections with black skin just as courage is associated
with white. And yet in his previous discussion, Adamantius assigns neither cowardice to
the black southerner nor courage to the white northerner. The second terms, “inventiveness”
and “spirit,” do not have a place in the earlier discussion. He also does not mention any peo-
ples when he explains that curly-haired men are cowardly and wily whereas straight-haired
men are wild and mindless, both traditionally based on ethnic comparisons. The largest and
most striking disconnection between methodology and practical explication stems from
Adamantius’ clear distrust of ethnic comparisons, a distrust rooted in environmental ideas.

In his discussion on the signs derived from skin color and hair (B31), he remarks that
these signs are unreliable on their own because of ethnic mixing (dia to epimemichthai
allelois tous apo ton ethnon). He does not appear to be referring to miscegenation, but
population mobility. His description of the northern and southern types follows the standard
stereotypes, but he claims individuals follow the stereotypes to the degree that they sepa-
rated from the north and south.”® The environmental basis becomes even clearer at the end
of the section when he comments:

The south contains for the most part a mixture of dryness and heat but the north,
wetness and cold. To the extent that the rest of the lands are situated near each, they
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partake of the mixture and produce, along with all the rest, people who are structured
in form and character according to the logic of their individual mixture. The excep-
tion occurs in cases of variation when people have moved and taken up residence in
different places (B31).%

Uniquely among the handbooks, Adamantius states a causal link for the geographic diversity
of peoples, using the standard ideas of the hot, dry, wet and cold.*® He also recognizes the idea
that the effects of the environment on individuals will change if the individual moves to a new
climate. This observation is all the more remarkable because few ancient authors consider the
impact of migration on environmental determinist theories. It is tantalizingly unclear, how-
ever, if Adamantius believes that the Africans in Thrace or the Syrians in Italy experience
both a physical and psychic change to match their new environment. Because he claims that
population mobility renders the somatic signs unreliable, he seems to assume that a change of
location breaks down the relationship between body and soul. This change could thus work
in either direction: the black African in Thrace maintains the somatic signs of cowardice but
becomes braver and more spirited due to the influence of the damp cold, or this same African
becomes lighter skinned due to that same damp cold while still retaining his cowardly psy-
chic nature. In any case, Adamantius mentions explicit causal links between environment and
physiognomy. Despite all this innovation, he does not integrate his methodological remarks
into his practical analysis.

Adamantius goes further than any other writer to ascribe environmental causes explic-
itly to the ethnic stereotypes. It is possible that these unique environmental ideas are in fact
his personal contribution. In his statement on sources, he claims that he will include his
own ideas (A1). And yet it is also possible that he is paraphrasing or reflecting material he
found in Polemon. The Leiden Polemon contains a confusing reference in its explication
of the pure Greeks to other peoples who “have become numerous among them, because
people want them and their land, either for the pleasantness of their life and their moderate
temperament and passion, or out of a desire for their knowledge, their good way of life and
their laws” (B32). This passage in the Arabic translation may suggest that Polemon in his
original handbook also discussed the effects of population movement on the signs derived
from ethnicity.

Anonymous Latinus (350-400 ck)*!

After Adamantius and the Leiden Polemon, Anon. Latinus provides a disappointingly limited
and standard set of ethnic comparisons. He also lacks the broader methodological discussion
of peoples found in Adamantius and the Leiden Polemon, while retaining the practical com-
parisons in respect to hair and skin color (14):

Curly (crispi) hair reveals a person who is deceitful, timid, greedy, profit seeking;
these inferences stem from comparison to Egyptians, who are timid, and to Syrians,
who are greedy. Thick hair covering the forehead shows the excessively wild mind
because it compares to the bear species. Hair above the center of the forehead that
has grown toward the back of the head signifies an impetuous (calidum) and none too
clever mind because it compares to the barbarian tribes (gentes barbaras) . . . Yel-
low, thick, and somewhat shiny (? albidiores) hair signifies a character (mores)
that is un-teachable and un-tamable. It is compared to the German peoples (gentem
Germanorum).
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and (79):

Species of skin color are an attribute of the races (gentibus). And so just as the races
have their own character, so we must recognize the likeness from their colors. Black skin
reveals an unwarlike, timid, and clever person: the comparison is to the inhabitants of
the south, for example, Ethiopians and Egyptians; a whitish-red skin (albus subrubens)
indicates brave and spirited men: the comparison is to the inhabitants of the north.

The discussion of hair interweaves analogies to animals and peoples. The analogies to
peoples contain neither innovation nor causal links to the environment. Only the traditional
ethnic comparisons appear in the discussion of skin color signs. Anon. Latinus does recog-
nize that cultural factors can affect men’s character. In pointing out the difficulty of making
an accurate physiognomic analysis, he complains that men not only seek to hide their faults
but that education and society (studia et conversationes) obscure human character, a fact that
causes humans to have a multiform character where animal character is open and unguarded
(132). The comparison to animal nature suggests that environment is not a key causal fac-
tor for Anon. Latinus, whereas culture and the rational part of the soul, elements he likely
believes animals lack, disturb and confuse the natural somatic expression of individual char-
acter. His analysis thus seems to leave little space for the environment.

Conclusion

The sympathetic relationship of the soul and the body authorizes ancient technical physiognomy,
which in turn makes frequent use of analogies to animals and ethnic groups in order to train their
readers to discover the hidden inner character from external appearance. Despite numerous dif-
ferences between the handbooks, they consistently limit their practical ethnic comparisons to
skin color and the hair on the head, even when this limitation diverges from their methodologi-
cal or generalized statements about ethnic character. They frequently display contradictions or
disconnections between their broader claims about ethnic types and the traditional interpretations
of the somatic signs in the practical sections. These traditional interpretations are based on very
basic ethnic stereotypes of the cowardly southerners and courageous northerners. The traditional
geographical divisions do not appear to be based on a consistent or extensive consideration of
environment, but instead are ready-made, static stereotypes. Where the environment does appear
clearly, we find it in the individual methodological or generalized discussions of the Leiden
Polemon and Adamantius. The Leiden Polemon considers the environmental effects not only of
north and south, but also the effects of coast and hinterland. His interest in the mean finds expres-
sion in the praise of the Indian, who partakes of a mixture of the south in his geographical location
and the north in his diet. Adamantius adds the causal link between geography and the cold, hot,
dry and wet to explain ethnic differences, but he also shows a remarkable interest in how popula-
tion migration affects the environment’s role in ethnic appearance or character.

Both th